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	1. Chapter 1:Usurpation

**DISCLAIMER: I don't own How To Train Your Dragon. Rights remains with Cressida Cowell and Dreamworks. Robin Hood is a traditional British folk story and any resemblance to any theatrical work based on this source material is purely coincidental.**

**A/N: The idea came to me while watching Robin Hood (the Disney one) over Easter. If a fox can be Robin Hood, why not our favourite Viking? Obviously, there will be NO twee animals and certainly not any lions, tigers, boa constrictors, vultures, rhinos, hippos or any other completely ridiculous anachronistic species (I live in the UK not that far from Sherwood Forest and I can tell you now there aren't ANY of those wandering around!) The characters in this will be human (apart from Toothless…) and RTTE age. And there will be NO Disney-style singing! **

**Also, do not worry, I will be continuing my other fanfics. **

**Enjoy! - harrypanther**

**One: Usurpation. **

The noises were quiet at first: the cessation of conversations, the swish of crossbow bolts and thuds of impacts but they were enough to rouse the Prince as he lay sprawled on his bed, grabbing a final five minutes before he was due to rise. He always woke early because Toothless, his most faithful friend and protector, would not allow any sort of a lie in when he needed his morning exercise. He sighed, flung his arm above his head and listened.

Another noise sounded, closer and Toothless raised his head, ears pricked and teeth bared in a silent growl. Hiccup sat up, lithe and alert, his forest green eyes focussed on the door. His tousled dark auburn hair was caught by a stray beam of the sun between the heavy curtains, highlighting the few lighter copper hairs mixed among the unruly mop. Then he was up, his lanky shape moving with purpose, almost silent as he leaned against the door and listened. There was breathing out there, people closing and he gestured to Toothless to guard the door as he frantically dragged on his dark green hose, lighter green tunic and brown leather armour. He had just slipped his boots on and grabbed his sword and dagger as the handle to the door to his room started to turn.

Scarcely breathing, the young prince ducked behind the door, motioning his protector to stand by him as the door opened a crack and four crossbow bolts thudded into the dent on the mattress which had only just been vacated by him. The would-be murderer poked his head into the room and saw he had missed so he shoved the door further open and walked forward. The Prince raised his sword and slammed the hilt onto the man's head, knocking him witless. Noting his would be killer was wearing the King's livery, the Prince moved swiftly as the traitor hit the floor with a thud, his head snapping round to look into the corridor. Two more men stood out there, over the bodies of their loyal comrades and they spotted the familiar shape of the Prince immediately.

"There he is! Get him!"

Hiccup groaned and ducked from the door, heading directly across the corridor to the window. Before the men could react, he flung his arms across his face and leapt through the window, his legs freewheeling as he dropped almost twenty feet to the roof of the cloistered walk below. He rolled, his left ankle turning and sprang up, hissing gently in pain. The jet shape of Toothless soared down and landed lightly by him, growling. Hiccup cast him a jaundiced glance.

"Yeah, yeah, it's alright for you, useless wolf!" he grumbled, limping to the edge and leaping down. Crossbows whiffled past his ears as he ducked to avoid them taking his head off. "Wow, someone got out of the wrong side of the bed today!" he noted.

Shouts began to sound and there was the sound of fighting as soldiers-he hoped they were loyal to his father, King Stoick the Vast-began to defend the Royal family against the attackers. Hiccup ducked back and tried to get his breath. He had no idea what was going on but it was clear that Berkingham Castle couldn't have been infiltrated by the traitors without inside help. He swallowed: it wasn't an appetising thought. Stoick was respected and loved by his subjects but there were always the malcontents and enemies that any kingdom harboured. Hiccup could think of Mildew the Unpleasant, Silent Sven of Westcliffe and of course, the King's brother, Lord Spitelout in Berk as well as the nobles from neighbouring kingdoms and the borderlands-Alvin the Treacherous, Dagur the Deranged, Viggo and Ryker Grimborn and Drago the Dark, Prince of Blood. He swallowed: any or all of them could be involved in the attack.

He shook himself. He knew who he would trust with his life and he knew his priority was to get to safety: it would help no one if he was taken or slain. He had been drilled by his tutor, Gobber the Belch, his father's Right Hook Man, right from when he was a small runty princeling, about what he should do in the event of an attack-no matter his instinct to fight and defend his home.

_"__Yer job, lad, is ter survive and continue the Royal Line-no matter what ye may want!" _

_"__But, Gobber-I am the King's son. I should be there, fighting with my soldiers and defending Berk!" _

_"__When yer the King, mebbe, but until then, son, yer Dad wants yer to be safe and secure the succession!"_

He blinked and almost smiled at the bluff response of his mentor-then he nodded to Toothless and they ran round the back of the kitchens, heading for the stables. He had an emergency pack hidden in a grain bin in the main stables, which he grabbed and then hurdled over the stall dividers into the stall of Fury, his midnight black stallion. Hiccup had been taught to do everything for himself, unlike the pampered existence of his cousin, so he was swift in saddling his horse and had his packs stowed before he became aware he wasn't alone. He swung his head round and heard breathing on all sides: he was surrounded. He gestured to the wolf and the creature whined, then slunk through the flap into the next stall, burrowing in the hay as he had been trained. Hiccup tested the girth as he heard men enter the stall.

"Stand away from the horse, brother." Hiccup sighed and straightened up, his lean and lanky shape a little slumped.

"Hello, Dagur," he said. "I guessed you would be here somewhere." The tall, powerfully muscled soldier closed on Hiccup's leaner shape and grinned. Dagur wore black leather armour emblazoned with a Skrill dragon emblem, his carrot-red hair cropped short and pale green eyes wild. Three deep scars cut across his left eye from the forehead to the cheek-a momento of the day he had tried to drown Hiccup when the Heir was younger. Toothless had saved the Prince that day so Hiccup wasn't surprised when the invader swung his head around.

"Where's your little pooch?" he sneered. "I owe him a debt." Hiccup smirked.

"I think he may have gone on this morning run," he suggested lightly. "If you come back in a couple of hours, he may be back…" Dagur lunged forward, his meaty fist grabbed the Prince's slender throat and he choked, his eyes widening.

"I think we'll discuss this now…" he growled and lifted his fist. The man at his side-Savage-cleared his throat.

"My Lord, the Prince's instructions were explicit," he reminded his master. "He wishes to see the Prince immediately!" Dagur tightened his grasp for a long moment, then released Hiccup, who coughed and staggered back a pace-before his arms were bruisingly grasped by two of Dagur's men. Hiccup was jerked forward, his sword left behind with his saddled horse.

"Prince?" he asked. "Hmm. Have I just developed a brother I was unaware of? I thought I was the only…"

"That smart mouth will get you into a world of trouble!" Dagur snapped, his fists bunching. Hiccup watched him with a small smile: he knew Dagur had a short fuse and he knew he could exploit it-once he knew exactly what he was facing. He was hauled back across the yard and into the main castle. It was strange, being a prisoner escorted through familiar corridors now manned by soldiers in foreign uniforms and men in the livery of his own house, dragging away the bodies of their loyal colleagues. Hiccup's face hardened: he wondered exactly who had betrayed his home. Then he was thrust into the Great Hall and he stared at the Throne at the end, under the black dragon banner of House Haddock. And his green eyes widened with anger and hatred.

The stocky jet-haired shape of Spitelout was sitting smugly in his father's seat, wearing his father's crown and commanding his father's castle. Spitelout, his father's half-brother who had been favoured and loved by Stoick and indulged in his excesses. Spitelout who was brutal and venal and covetous-and, it now seemed, a traitor.

Hiccup sighed. The man had despised Hiccup for all his life as a runt and disappointment to his father and his line-and, to be fair, Hiccup _had_ always been small and slight from birth, though he was also brave, determined and very smart. But two years ago, he had hit his growth spurt finally and he had shot up, topping both his uncle and cousin easily, though he had remained lanky and lean. And he had trained more than they would ever guess to gain his skills in weapons and horsemanship as well as the hours he had put in working in the forge with his mentor learning to maintain and develop new weapons. His body was toned and strong-just not the massive, muscular outline they considered ideal. He knew they saw only a lanky fishbone, not the fighter and tactician he had become and he hoped and prayed that would be his advantage. Because, gods knew, he had precious little else on his side at the moment.

"Uncle, what's going on?" he asked in a weary voice. Spitelout sneered and gestured. Hiccup was expecting the slap to the face but it still hurt. _Note to self-duck when someone wearing an armoured metal gauntlet wants to smack you in the mouth,_ he reminded himself silently, tasting blood. "That's not an answer!" he added, slightly thickly. Spitelout nodded and Hiccup felt his legs kicked from under him and he crashed to the floor. He sighed. "Still not an answer," he persisted.

"You are accused to treason!" Spitelout announced.

Hiccup gawped. It wasn't a princely thing to do but sometimes, even his control slipped and he frowned. "Where did I fit that in my busy schedule?" he asked sarcastically. Dagur kicked him in the side and he exhaled painfully. "OW!" he whined.

"I have uncovered evidence that you were planning to seize the throne in the absence of your father and install yourself as King of Berk!" Spitelout announced. Hiccup frowned as he was hauled to his feet by the scruff of his neck.

"Hmm, don't remember that," he retorted. "Are you sure you're not reading your own diary, Uncle?" Dagur slammed his fist into his side and the Prince winced.

"Lord Dagur-please exercise restraint," Spitelout ordered. "We don't want the traitor dead before his execution!" Hiccup's eyes narrowed.

"If you believed I was plotting treason, why have you assumed the Throne, Spitelout?" Hiccup asked him directly. "Why haven't you maintained my father's loyal council?" Spitelout sat forward and rubbed his chin, a nasty smile lifting his mouth.

"Regrettably, the Council has been shown to be involved in the plot so they have already answered to the axeman!" he announced. Hiccup felt his stomach drop then: his father's most loyal supporters-all dead? He found himself breathing hard in shock, his head spinning.

"So you have murdered the council, are about to execute the Prince and have stolen the throne," he said angrily. "There is another name for this, Spitelout. And it isn't legal: it is called Usurpation. You have _stolen_ my father's throne. But he remains the King of Berk and when Stoick the Vast returns, he will kick your treacherous ass!" Dagur grabbed his hair and hauled his head back, exposing his throat and resting a knife hard against his skin.

"Should I silence his lying tongue, your Majesty?" he asked coldly. Spitelout stared at the lanky shape of the Prince and smiled.

"No-the executioner will silence him," he said coldly. "What makes you ever think your father would live to set foot on the shores of Berk again?" Hiccup swallowed, fear suddenly beginning to grip his heart. He suddenly realised how well his uncle had prepared for this day and how comprehensively they had been outmanoeuvred. He wondered just how many allies his uncle had gathered against the rightful King. And whether there was anyone left loyal to his father.

"The people won't accept you as their King," he said roughly. "Stoick is loved by his people. They will rise against you!"

Spitelout laughed in his face, his expression cruel. His icy blue eyes swept over the lean shape of the Prince and smiled at his bravery. "Even if they tried, I have powerful allies who will crush them, Prince Hiccup!" he sneered. "But of this hour, you are no longer a Prince. As of this moment, I declare you a traitor and an outlaw. I remove all your rights and privileges. Your land and possessions are restored to the crown and are hereby bestowed upon my son, Lord Snotlout. Your crimes carry the sentence of death." Hiccup took a quick breath, feeling his entire life collapse. He watched as Spitelout rose to his feet to pass his sentence. "Take him to the block!"

Struggling against his captors, Hiccup felt himself dragged away, the grips fierce on his arms. All the guards looked at him with pity and distain, as if he was nothing. And, he realised, he no longer was of any consequence: he literally was nothing. He glanced around and gave a soft whistle, earning himself another harsh slap. He winced and felt his cheek bruise. Then he was out in the courtyard, his boots sliding over the smooth cobbles as the was hauled to up the steps onto the wooden platform and the block. And his heart lightened a touch as he saw the familiar bulky shape with the outrageous plaited blond moustache standing there, waiting for his death also. Hiccup flashed a despondent smile.

"Hey, Gobber," he said. His mentor turned to look at him. Gobber sported a black eye and a tear in his chainmail but the bulky shape was straight and proud with his peg leg and hook left hand. His blue eyes twinkled but his expression was grim.

"Laddie-yer couldn't manage to do as yer were told!" he sighed.

"Hey, Gobber-I did my best but I guess they were already tipped off about our back-up plan," he sighed. Gobber looked across the yard.

"Yeah-there seem to have been a lot of people changing their allegiances today," he said as the axemen walked forward. Spitelout and Dagur had appeared at the balcony, observing the scene with very interested gazes. Dagger had managed to get himself a pitcher of wine and had poured a goblet for Spitelout, while he was chugging directly from the pitcher. Two guards hauled Gobber back and the Prince was forced to his knees and his neck pressed over the block. Hiccup struggled but he froze as he felt the cold metal rest across the back of his neck as the axeman took his position and prepared for the lethal blow. He took a shuddering breath and closed his eyes.

"Be brave, son," Gobber told him, his voice calm. "Remember all I told you…"

"I'm sorry, Dad," he murmured. "I couldn't stop him…"

He felt the pressure lift from his neck as the axe was raised for the lethal blow and he mouthed a final prayer to Odin…

…as a snarl sounded and a black blur soared over the Prince, hitting the executioner at neck height. The man fell backwards with a scream as yellow fangs bit hard into his throat. Hiccup's guards froze and the Prince shoved himself backwards, pulling free from their grasps. Simultaneously, Gobber smashed his head back into the guard behind him, sending him tumbling off the platform. He dragged his hand free of his ropes simply by popping out the hook that served as his left hand. He grabbed the appendage and used it to stab the next guard before jamming it back into its holder. Toothless was savaging another guard and Hiccup punched out the last, grabbing his sword and leaping from the platform, followed closely by Gobber and Toothless.

"Laddie-I take everything back!" Gobber panted as the sprinted for the stables, parrying a crossbow bolt with his hook hand. "Forget I ever doubted why a Prince would want a wolf as a pet!"

"Apology accepted!" Hiccup grinned as they ducked into the stables, attacking the guards stationed to prevent any loyal member of the household stealing a horse and escaping. "I've got Fury prepared already…"

"…and Grumpy is saddled as well, laddie!" his Mentor shot back, speeding to the stable doors. He flung them open and dashed back as Hiccup swung into the saddle, grabbing Grumpy's reins. Gobber leapt aboard as they trotted past and they accelerated towards the main gates, Toothless loping along at their feet.

"STOP THEM!" Dagur shouted as they came in sight of the gates. Men were already running to the winches to wind the portcullis down and close the gates. Hiccup kicked Fury to a gallop with Gobber at his side.

"C'mon, old man," he growled. "I don't think my Dad would want you giving up until he returns. I doubt he would trust me to escape without someone to keep me in order!" Gobber turned to him to shoot back a reply and then he jerked, his amiable face creasing into a grimace of pain. He sagged limply forward, a crossbow bolt sticking out of his back. Hiccup craned his neck back to see Dagur lowering his weapon and grinning from a balcony. Furious, the young Prince kicked his horse again, grabbing Grumpy's reins and thundering to the rapidly-closing gates. They whisked out under the falling portcullis just before it slammed down with Toothless racing ahead. Hiccup kept low over his saddle as they cleared the castle and accelerated up the hill towards the wood.

He stole one last look at Berkingham Castle, promising he would return and reclaim his birthright. Then they hit the line of the trees and vanished into the forest.

Dagur walked along the battlements to the top of the gatehouse as the gates were opened to allow pursuit to start after the fugitives. Spitelout was incandescent with rage at his side, throwing his goblet at the nearest guard. The Deranged Lord was grinning insanely. "So what are your orders, your Majesty?" he asked. Spitelout stared after him and scowled.

"Put a high enough price on his head that the peasants will be falling over each other to turn him in!" he commanded. "Hiccup Horrendous Haddock is an outlaw and a traitor. I want him dead!"

**A/N: What do you think? Please R&R!**


	2. Chapter 2: A Prince of Thieves

**Two: A Prince of Thieves.**

_Six months later…_

The coach bounced down the road and turned to the south for the most dangerous leg of the journey. Her lady in waiting, Solveig, was already almost in hysterics but Lady Astrid Hofferson, the only child of the noble Lord of Scauldron Bay, was made of sterner stuff. Her father, not discouraged that his only child was a daughter, had given her the same martial training as any son of the nobility and she was equally skilled with the sword, bow and battle-axe as any of the young men she had been offered in marriage. Of course, none of that mattered now because the new ruler, Prince Spitelout, had demanded that she be delivered to the grim Berkingham Castle to be married to his cosseted and spoilt son, Snotlout.

She sighed. As a rule, she was a hardworking and independent young noblewoman who despised the entitled young men who expected her to become their brood mare and possession: she sought a husband who would treat her as an equal and a person in her own right. There had been only one young noble who had shown the qualities she had sought-and he had been declared a traitor and outlaw six months earlier. She folded her hands in the flared sleeves of her azure gown and stared at the solid wooden floor of the carriage.

It had been a long six months where the nobility had learned to mind their tongues or lose their heads. Three Lords who had declared for the usurped King and dishonoured Prince had been executed out of hand by Dagur the Deranged, the new ruler's favourite attack dog and his right hand-Alvin, Sheriff of Berkingham. Taxes had escalated out of control and the occasional dragon raid from the north had drained the coffers of most Lords and all the peasants until it was becoming a struggle to put food on the table. People were suffering but all Spitelout and Alvin demanded were more taxes, more food, more slaves for his castle. Those who couldn't pay were lodged in the dungeons or were sent to the slave-markets of Meathead lands to pay off their supposed debts. Nobles like Lord Hofferson ensured grain and dried meats were supplied to those who had lost their homes to the tax collectors to prevent them starving but even so, deaths were becoming far more common.

And amid this, there was now a bandit, an outlaw attacking anyone of means who used the only road joining the northern and southern portions of the kingdom, passing through the notorious Raven Point Forest. He never attacked peasants or serfs, sparing them or-allegedly-sending them on their way with heavier purses and bags full of poached meat but for soldiers, tax collectors and nobility, it was a different story. Calling himself Night Fury, he expertly ambushed those of means and relieved them of their portable wealth as a 'tax' for passing through his realm. No one was ever killed-unless they resisted seriously, and only then those who worked for Spitelout or his minions. And he was rumoured to be charming to the ladies unfortunate enough to fall into his grasp.

Of course, Sheriff Alvin had placed such an enormous bounty on his head, four hundred kronor, that it should have the starving and penniless people of Berk falling over each other to betray him but intelligence was almost totally lacking. Alvin had spread the word that Night Fury was a blood-thirsty cutthroat who mercilessly slew his victims and ravished and despoiled the woman. A few-like Solveig-bought the propaganda-but more listened to the whispers of their servants and realised he was-in fact-awfully well-mannered for an outlaw.

"We're going in, Lady Hofferson," Jorgen, the coachman called to them. "I'll be whipping the horses on now. Hang on!"

"Freya protect us!" Solveig wailed and gripped the seat with white knuckles. Astrid rolled her eyes and grabbed her trusty battle-axe, her weapon of choice. If any outlaws threatened her virtue, they would be leaving lighter several body parts. Then the horses neighed and the clack of the wheels accelerated as the trees began to whizz faster past the windows.

The forest was mainly open spruce with thick bracken and brambles beside the road: ideal cover for bandits. Astrid lowered her head and her sea blue eyes scanned the wood for signs of movement. Her senses and instinct told her that they were being watched. Solveig was a gibbering mess as they swayed and had to slow as they approached a tight corner and Astrid knew this would be it. Then she heard it: the thud of boots landing on the wooden roof of the coach.

"Stop and I won't put an arrow in your neck!" a clear, slightly nasal voice ordered from above. There was the sudden slowing of the coach and cries of 'whoa' from Jorgen, who had his orders not to endanger his own life. As soon as the coach stopped, men erupted from the undergrowth and Astrid gripped her axe as the door of the coach was wrenched open by a husky blond man whose eyes popped wide as he saw the passengers. Especially as Astrid brandished her axe and narrowed her eyes.

"Get your filthy hands off of my possessions!" she snarled and slammed the door shut.

"Er…Fury?" the blond man called uncertainly, stepping back. The outlaw chief leapt from the roof, landing agilely and nodding to his men, who had pulled Jorgen down from his seat and had him on his knees, in full sight of the passengers. The lithe figure walked calmly up to the door and stood casually by the coach. He wore a mask of leather, concealing the whole of his face except his stunning emerald green eyes, his messy auburn hair almost reaching his collar. His brown leather armour had seen better days, the right shoulder marked with a crudely daubed black dragon motif and his tunic and leggings were of grubby olive green. He sketched a slight bow then, when nothing happened, rapped his knuckles on the side of the coach.

"Er…Milady, if you remain in your coach, I will have no choice but to steal all your possessions and run away," he said mockingly. "I admire your valour but your plan seems astonishingly poorly thought-out!"

Astrid gave a snort of annoyance, then kicked the door open and exploded into the clearing, her axe swinging ferociously. The outlaws backed away as she spun, aiming straight at the outlaw chief. He leapt back, his sword swiftly in his hand and parrying the next swing with a loud clang. "Get. Off. My. Possessions!" she snarled. The outlaw backed away, his eyes hardening as he assessed her.

"Clearly, that would make all our efforts pointless, Milady," he suggested, parrying cautiously. "And while my social calendar is looking rather sparse, I still don't have _that_ much time to waste on a fool's errand! I mean, taking the gang out for a spin while not stealing anything? Duh! Even Snotlout would realise that was stupid…or would he?"

"I don't deal with bandits and outlaws!" she snapped, swinging fiercely at him. He stood his ground for a moment and swapped blows with her.

"And yet you are on your way to the Castle!" he noted sarcastically. "You keep to that, you won't have many people there you can talk to!"

"Argh! I will chop you into little pieces!" she shouted, swinging even more wildly-though very firmly.

"Milady, I endeavour not to allow bloodshed if at all possible," he told her, retreating measuredly from her ferocious attack. "But in your case, that may prove rather difficult though extremely regrettable. I only seek material possessions, not blood or virtue. A few coins and jewellery can be replaced: lives cannot. I urge you to reconsider your actions."

"I am not going to be your next victim, you foul, murderous, treacherous, lying…"

He moved like lightning, his sword slamming into her axe twice and them slapping on her hand, smacking her knuckles hard enough to disarm her. She cried out and as she turned, he grabbed her and pulled her back against him, her back to his chest and sword across her throat.

"I may be many things, Milady," he said, his voice cold, "but treacherous and murderous are not two of them." He paused and his voice became a little embarrassed. "Lying and thieving…_maybe_ a little more…" He nodded and his men hastened to the back of the coach and grabbed her valise and her strongbox. Fury nodded and his men wrenched the strongbox open, revealing a pile of silver coins, some gold and a pouch of jewels. The husky blond man-Fishlegs-poured them into his broad hand and there was a chorus of 'ooohs' at the workmanship and gleaming gemstones. Fury leaned forward and inspected the loot.

"Those are family heirlooms," Astrid spat. Fury lifted the sword from her throat, though he kept her held close to his body.

"What, _all_ of them?" he asked in a disbelieving voice. Astrid paused.

"Um…all except the one with the big ruby in," she admitted. "That was a gift from Lord Snotlout. Erm…yuk." He paused and then nodded, eyeing the gaudy bauble.

"As Milady says…yuk!" he said then paused, seemingly thinking. "Fish-take the coins and the ruby locket. Restore the remainder of the jewels to the Lady Hofferson." He released her and she stared at him, her mouth hanging open in shock. "Though their beauty does not compare to yours, Milady, I would not separate such a beautiful woman from her jewels." He paused. "But I would request your spare clothes? There are men and women without warm clothing or even a roof over their heads." She looked at him as the husky man handed the pouch back to her. She frowned and closed her mouth.

"But…but…they say…"

"Many things which aren't true," he sighed theatrically and she got the impression from his voice that he was smiling under the mask. "You have paid my taxes: go on your way in peace!" And he offered her his hand to help her back into the coach. She swatted it aside and stepped proudly in but his warm hand curled around hers and pulled it against his mask where his mouth would be. "Safe journey, Milady Hofferson," he said and closed the door. Jorgen needed no encouragement scramble back into his seat and whip the horses to gallop away as fast as they could run. The outlaws watched for a moment-until Hiccup pulled up his mask and wiped his brow.

"Er, dude-why did we let her get away with all that loot?" Tuffnut asked. The male twin was lanky but muscular and his long blonde dreadlocks were unusual. His twin sister, Ruffnut, stood at his side, her long blonde braids the match of his and appearance almost identical. She scowled.

"She's privileged and rich," she snapped. "She should have paid everything she could!" Hiccup stared after the coach, then shook his head. Ruffnut had her reasons to hate the nobility but Lady Hofferson would never be a target in his eyes.

"We have enough," he said quietly. "I wouldn't harm Astrid and I recognise some of those pieces from her mother. It would be a shame to steal every last thing she has of her."

"Dude-you know her?" Tuffnut asked and Hiccup blushed then turned away.

"A lifetime ago," he murmured. "Back to camp, gang! We need to count the coins and get them and any clothing out to the villagers as soon as possible. Al has thought up another tax he can harry them with and we need to be ready."

"Yeah-what's that about?" Ruffnut muttered. "I mean…Roof tax? How is that fair?"

"Well, they had Well tax previously-a coin for every time you used the village well…" Fishlegs offered.

"And Lice tax!" Tuffnut added. "Wow-that was fun watching them make their assessments. And people claiming they had fleas instead of lice…" Hiccup rolled his eyes and rubbed his forehead. He was starting to get a headache and knew the twins could come up with stupid-but in fact _real-_taxes Alvin had tried to enforce over the last six months for ages if he did nothing.

"CAMP. NOW!" he ordered and they picked up the valise and the strongbox then vanished into the undergrowth once more.

oOo

The remainder of the journey to Berkingham was uneventful but it was conducted at a breakneck speed. Solveig was definitely hysterical by the time the coach clattered through the gatehouse and into the castle while Astrid was trying to make sense of the encounter. Night Fury had been courteous, kind and respectful and she had the impression they could have disarmed and hurt her very easily. Then she blinked: he had known her name. She frowned and tried to force her memory back to where she had heard that voice before…and then the coach jolted to a halt and a footman dragged the door open. Steps were placed under their door and she elegantly stepped down onto the hastily-laid carpet that led to the steps.

At the top, the stocky shape of Snotlout waited for her in his deep blue velvet tunic and black hose. At just twenty, Spitelout's son was a young version of the usurper, with jet hair, sparkling blue eyes and unfailing self-confidence. He had been pampered his entire life and expected everything as a matter of right-and that included the hand of the daughter of House Hofferson. He scampered down the steps and almost tripped, so she had to catch him. His hand closed tightly on hers, his meaty grip slightly sweaty and gross and she tried to wind her hand free.

"Welcome, my Princess," he said unctuously. "Your radiance lights up the day."

"It's night, Lord Snotlout," she pointed out, pulling her hand free and unconsciously wiping it on her skirts.

"And was your journey uneventful?" he asked, inviting her to lead up the stairs. She tossed her sun-blonde hair, the braid neatly resting over her left shoulder and tufts of hair flopped over her left eye. She snorted.

"We were attacked by the outlaw Night Fury and our coin and clothes were stolen," she reported coldly. Snotlout stopped and his face darkened with rage. "I am afraid my lady in waiting has suffered extreme anxiety as a result. If you could have the palace women take her to my rooms to recover…?" Snotlout scowled, then remembered himself and his role as host.

"I'll have Lady Heather take her up this minute," he said dismissively. "Princess, are you harmed?" She shook her head and paused to look back a him. She loathed being called 'Princess': the gentle 'Milady' that Night Fury had casually used was infinitely preferable to her ears.

"I protected my virtue," she reported sternly. "But I regret that your betrothal gift was taken by the bandit."

"_WHAT?" _His face locked in rage. "That cost me half a year's allowance! Damn him!" Astrid bowed her head, secretly amused: the locket had been amazingly ugly and ostentatious-hardly to her liking any way and a part of her was pleased that the hated object may benefit someone less fortunate. She feigned a sigh.

"I regret its loss," she lied politely and then yawned. "It has been a tiring and very trying journey, my Lord. I shall retire to rest and recover." Then she turned away and he bowed, seething. But as soon as she was gone, he stormed to the Great Hall, slamming the door open and stomping up the dais, where his father and his cronies were debating. Lacking any diplomacy or sense of propriety, he had no qualms about interrupting them.

"That Odin-cursed bandit!" he swore. "He's robbed Astrid Hofferson and stolen my betrothal gift to her!" Spitelout looked up and Alvin grinned. The Sheriff was a huge man, tall and broad with a massive jet beard, cruel dark eyes and a scarred, mocking face.

"Well, yer wouldn't let me do what I 'ad proposed so what did yer expect?" he asked casually. "I presume yer little boy's girlfriend 'as been robbed by yer runaway prince?" Spitelout leapt to his feet, his face scarlet with rage.

"He is no Prince!" he shouted.

"Tell it to 'is Daddy!" Alvin suggested to the Prince. Spitelout sat back, seething as Dagur gave a maniacal laugh.

"Oh, I doubt Daddy will come home this side of Ragnarok!" he scorned. "Our tribes as well as the Dragon Hunters are already on the lookout-and we have had news today from Bludvist's envoy that the Prince of Blood will be joining the effort to exterminate Stoick the Vast-if the pirates haven't been kind enough to achieve that for us!"

"Face it, Spitelout-yer brother ain't never comin' 'ome!" Alvin grinned yellowly and raised his pitcher of mead to the Usurper. "To King Spitelout!"

"What about my locket?" Snotlout growled. His father grinned indulgently.

"Lord Dagur-Would you mind taking my son hunting?" he asked mildly. "He wants to go looking for the wolf's head, Night Fury."

"Hmm, we haven't gone looking for my brother for a couple of weeks, so it may be fun!" Dagger giggled and grinned. "Okay, Snotling-we leave at Dawn!" Snotlout moaned loudly.

"Um-could we make it nine? I hate getting up early!" he whined. Dagur and Alvin rolled their eyes. _This_ was supposed to rule Berk in the future?

"_Fine_, we leave at nine!" the Deranged one sighed.

oOo

The scrawny and half-grown mid-teen edged back from the servants' entrance to the Hall and ducked his head, taking the empty pitcher to the kitchens and advising the duty server that the Lords needed more mead and pronto. No one paid much heed to a ragged boy with black hair and grey eyes. His cheeky face was usually grinning but tonight he looked thoughtful as he dived to the old culvert and prepared to lower himself into the cold water. A strong hand grabbed him.

"Ow! That's mean, sis!"

"Gustav-I swear, one of these days, you will get yourself caught and have to answer to the axeman!" the black-haired girl told him, brushing water off her grey satin gown. The boy sighed, shivering in the gloom.

"You'd save me, wouldn't you, sis?" he whined. She sighed.

"You're my only family, Gustav but you take stupid risks," she told him.

"We all do, sis," he reminded her. "I got news for the prince: they're coming after him again and he'll need to know!" She released him and watched him duck into the icy stream and dive through the hole in the grille to breach the walls unseen.

"And he's another one who takes too many risks," she sighed. Then Lady Heather rose, dusted herself down and went back to check on Astrid's hysterical lady in waiting…


	3. Chapter 3: Hunting Party

**Three: Hunting Party.**

The Outlaws' camp was busy even at dawn, with sentinels stationed at all approaches and in a line of sight chain all the way to the main north-south road. The little line of tents and ramshackle shelters were pitched against the cliff-like walls of the cove that nestled in the deep forest beyond Raven Point, sheltered from the worst of the wind and the rain. A large fire burned with spits over it and cauldrons of weak soup and stew warming for the night guards and those breaking their fasts. A few loaves were also toasting on the flat stones and the noise level was starting to gently rise as the camp was beginning to wake.

To one side, a solitary shape on a large boulder was already awake, his lanky shape folded with his knees pulled up to his chest and arms clasped tightly around them. His chin rested on his knees and his emerald eyes stared vacantly across the little camp and to the small lake that covered part of the floor of the cove. Hiccup always woke early since he had become an outlaw, always woke burdened with doubts about his ability to retrieve his birthright and save his father when he returned. And the guilt that the people of Berk were suffering and he couldn't prevent it all.

A small whine brought him back to reality as Toothless yawned and stretched, then nuzzled against his hip. Hiccup rubbed the black wolf warmly and stared into the luminous acid-green eyes. The little cub had been found by the teenage prince on a hunt where its dead mother had been shot for killing sheep. Two grey cubs had already lain dead but the wounded black pup had been snatched by Hiccup and no amount of persuasion, shouting or beating could persuade the young royal to give up his pet. He had raised the wolf as his friend, his protector, his closest companion-and Toothless had never failed him.

"Morning, bud," he sighed softly. "Time for your run?" The wolf whined and licked him. Hiccup sighed and rose stiffly, then walked to the nearest tent, checking on his mentor. He hunkered down to see the bulky shape of Gobber curled, snoring, under a blanket. Hiccup had almost lost Gobber after their escape-badly wounded and bleeding-and only Elder Gothi's isolated house had provided them refuge and Gobber the healing he needed. But it had taken its toll on the older man and his stamina was badly eroded. No longer the brash sword instructor, he was still the father figure that Hiccup so desperately needed, the voice that bolstered his shaky confidence to continue to resist even when it looked increasingly hopeless.

Gobber looked up suddenly-even though Hiccup knew he had made no sound-and grinned at the bowed shape crouching at his tent. "Ye need some sleep as well, laddie," he reminded Hiccup. The young outlaw sighed.

"Yeah, like that's gonna happen any time soon," he muttered. "You slept well, Gobber?" The old man nodded.

"Young Gustav got in late-yer were spark out," he reported. "Snotlout and Dagur are coming hunting for yer this morning." Hiccup's eyes widened and he leapt to his feet.

"What? We should…" he began but Gobber closed his eyes again.

"Don't get yer skivvies in a twist, lad," he mumbled happily. "They're not even _leaving_ until nine because the princeling doesn't like early starts!" Hiccup stared at him, slack-jawed, then began to laugh.

"Thank the gods for Snotlout's laziness!" he chuckled. Gobber grinned.

"Wake me when yer get back from yer run and we can make preparations to hide while they're in the forest," he said. Hiccup nodded and headed for the narrow exit to the cove, scrambling up with Toothless growling and yipping at his heels. The others could hear him laughing and talking to his friend as he vanished among the rocks. The twins and Fishlegs were poking the fire and munching on toasted bread.

"At least _he's_ happy," Ruffnut scowled, munching her toast loudly.

"I mean, when this is all over-or even during, he at least has his palaces and hunting lodges and titles to fall back on," Tuffnut commented. "Not really starving, dude."

"Yeah-brought up in silk sheets and with food to spare," Ruffnut added bitterly.

"And servants to do everything for him!" Tuffnut continued, a happy smile on his face as he imagined such a life. "Actually cool…"

"Yeah, but he mopes like he has a right but he's not had it a tenth as hard as we have!" Ruffnut reminded him shortly. Her eyes narrowed at the thought. Her brother cast her a worried look: his sister had changed since…that day and he missed his old sister, though there were a few flashes occasionally.

"Yeah-moper!" he agreed, baiting her to join him in true nut style. To his relief, she took the bait.

"Super-moper!"

"With bells on!"

"With ribbons and bells on!"

"Hah! With bells and whistles and ribbons and…what was it again?" Tuffnut suddenly looked confused.

"Actually, I don't think he does," Fishlegs put in timidly. They looked at him in surprise. The husky blond outlaw was a former audit clerk who had fled during the coup and ended up in the woods. He was well educated and had a working knowledge of the tax system and the law. "Spitelout declared him an outlaw and traitor. He removed all his possessions and privileges and honours. And even if Spitelout is overthrown, only the King can restore his honours. And with Stoick missing, even if Spitelout falls, Snotlout is the rightful heir anyway! And he is hardly likely to give back all the manors and titles he stole off Hiccup."

The twins looked at him thoughtfully. Of all of them, Hiccup was the only one with the price on his head and he had never spoken of the day he left the castle, merely shrugging and diverting the subject to the rest of the gang. No one had ever bothered to ask Gobber because they knew he would bore them to death with a crazy story and not answer the question anyway. Hiccup was always kind and polite but would not tolerate anyone not pulling his weight. And he did more than his fair share. Whatever his life _had_ been, he was one of them now. Ruffnut scowled but her twin slapped her shoulder.

"Butt elf-give it a rest!" he advised her. "He may have been brought up in luxury but he's here now with us-as cold and hungry as we all are. And unlike some, he _never_ complains." She sighed.

"Yeah," she murmured. "Okay, bro-I'll cut him some slack!"

oOo

In the forest, Hiccup was jogging along with Toothless racing ahead. It had been much easier to exercise the wolf when he could go for a morning ride but Fury was stabled further into the forest with a loyal smallholder and the terrain around the cove wasn't exactly ideal for a spirited war charger. So he ran and the wolf raced and played while his master went through his exercises. No matter that he was wanted and living rough, he had promised his father he would work hard to be the best warrior and best leader Berk could have-and that meant practice.

He had barely begun his sword exercises when a high pitched scream sounded and his head snapped round. Toothless froze, his ears pricked and he gave a low growl. Hiccup glanced at him.

"Exactly what I thought, bud," he murmured and sheathed his sword, already accelerating towards the sound of the scream. It sounded again and the outlaw sprinted up the rise-to see a young girl being shoved the the ground by three rough-looking men in patched brown tunics and leggings. He frowned. The girl had a wicker basket and had clearly been foraging for food-and these men were seeking to steal her food-at the very least. He didn't like the looks on their faces: he wasn't the only outlaw and there were men far worse and crueller than him who possibly deserved their status. One kicked at the girl and he sprinted down the slope to halt a few feet short of them at her cry of pain.

"Hey, guys-how're things?" he said amiably, raising his hands to try to appease them. They looked up and scowled at him, fists tightening and postures changing.

"Push off, kid!" the first growled, a balding, scarred thickset man.

"Kid? Wow, my youthful good looks strike again!" Hiccup grinned. He took a step closer to the girl and stretched out his hand. "Come to me, sweetheart." She glanced up and scrambled towards him, shaking. He pushed her behind him and watched the men line up against him. "Oh, c'mon!" he sighed. "What's the point in this?"

"Well, we get to kick your scrawny ass and then we get the girl!" the first man said with a nasty smile. "Win-win!" Hiccup took a pace back, motioning the girl back further.

"You may be disappointed with both of those," he said quietly, whistling. The men rushed him and he blocked the first blow, kicking out to shove the second man sideways as he lunged forward. The man collapsed with an 'oof!' as Hiccup dodged a second punch-then landed one of his own, knocking the first man hard onto his ass. But the third man-a tall, heavyset man with a really unpleasant expression-tackled him at chest height and bore the slighter shape of the outlaw to the ground. He rolled but a punch slammed into his face and he groaned as the man leapt onto him again.

"Get off him!" The girl had jumped onto his shoulders and was scratching and biting at the attacker. The second man scrambled up and hauled her off, screaming and cursing. She bit his hand and he gave a loud and very profane curse before dropping her. She dodged back. Hiccup braced himself to try to dislodge the man on top of him-and then a blur of black fur and teeth slammed the man and knocked him away. Hiccup bounced up and kicked the man across the face, then faced the remaining man, breathing hard. Toothless arched his back and gave a very low, _very_ menacing growl.

"I suggest cutting your losses now-before my friend decides you look like breakfast," Hiccup said sternly, drawing his sword easily. The men glanced up at him, then helped one another up and ran for it. Hiccup watched them until they vanished into the trees and then he relaxed, sheathing his sword once more. He patted Toothless, who sat and gave a little whimper.

"Yeah, yeah, I was doing fine," Hiccup protested. "What kept you?" Toothless gave a small yip and opened his mouth in what looked very much like a grin. The outlaw shook his head with a smile and turned to the girl. "Thank you," he said calmly as she looked at him with very round eyes. Her blue gaze kept wandering to Toothless. "He won't harm you," he assured her.

"But-but he's a _wolf!"_ she told him.

"Wow? Is he? Gosh, wondered what those ears and teeth and tail meant!" he quipped, his gentle sarcasm breaking her shock. She gave little giggle.

"My da said all wolves were vermin and should be killed on sight!" she told him, still wary. He gave a shrug.

"A lot of wolves are wild-but this one is my friend," he admitted. "I wouldn't recommend a wholesale policy of wolf-petting but this one…will be your friend if I tell him to. Would you like that?" She nodded so he gently stepped forward and took her hand, then lifted it. He nodded and Toothless walked cautiously forward and sniffed…then pressed his muzzle against her hand. She gave a little shriek and then she gave a slow smile. Hiccup grinned at her. "He'll remember you now," he assured her. "His name is Toothless." She frowned.

"But he has a lot of teeth," she pointed out. He nodded.

"My…friend…pointed out when I first got him that while I had him, I would never be Toothless, so it kinda stuck," he admitted. "I'm Hiccup." She didn't even register his name.

"Ingrid," she said then round, looking for her basket. "I should get home-my mam and da will be expecting me with breakfast…" He peered at her gatherings: a lot of herbs and a generous helping of wild mushrooms. He darted forward and picked one out.

"This one will kill you," he told her quietly, showing her the poisonous redcap before tossing it away, "but the rest are fine…" She flashed him a grin and lifted the basket once more.

"Will you walk me home?" she asked, her eyes pleading. He sagged.

"I'm a sucker for a big begging pair of eyes-right, bud?" he sighed, looking at the wolf, which was giving its grin again. He offered the girl his hand. "Okay, Ingrid…lead on…"

He had walked her home-to a little forester's cottage deep in the forest, though he had hung back behind a large spruce with Toothless as she walked the last few yards to the door because he guessed Toothless at least would be less than welcome. He watched her wave to him and the door slam- and that was when he heard the horns. His head snapped up and he peered at the blue sky: the sun was much higher and he guessed he had wasted far more time than he had guessed. It was looking distinctly nine-ish and he shook his head as he turned and began to run back towards the cove.

"Oh Thor, oh Odin…Gobber will _kill_ me," he groaned. "I can just hear him. _Laddie, ye need tae learn to focus on the job at hand, not get distracted hunting trolls and suchlike! Ye'll never make a proper warrior if ye keep wasting time on all…this…_" And then he heard the thunder of hooves and motioned Toothless into the brambles, swinging up into the nearest tree, deftly clambering among the branches and hunkering down to watch the road as a party of three approached. He curled up further as they wheeled to a halt in the small clearing and gave their horses a breather.

It was Snotlout on his chestnut charger, with Dagur on his jet steed and another man the concealed Hiccup didn't recognise on a grey. The stranger was tall, muscular and dressed in strange clothing fashioned of skins and warm furs. His jet hair was pulled back into a short braid and his dark eyes were calculating and intelligent. Tattoos marked his chin and it clicked: he was from the North, from Drago the Dark's realm. Hiccup stiffened and listened closely.

"Do you have a clue where he may be?" Snotlout whined, his hand automatically snaking to his saddle bag and pulling out a salmon roll. He took a huge bite and chewed happily. Dagur swung his head around.

"The trick is not finding them," Dagur growled. "It's more avoiding whatever they prepare for us as a surprise!" The northman looked at him in disgust.

"A mere outlaw-and you seem unable to crush him?" he sneered.

"Captain Eret, if you wish to lead this chase, then be my guest!" Dagur invited him with a smug smile.

"Hey-I'm in charge!" Snotlout protested.

"And a Prince doesn't lead with the sniffer dogs," Dagur reminded him in exasperation. "He can lead the chase once the scent is located. You can show your valour without having to do the work…" Snotlout's expression settled: he had no intention of _working_ for his kill.

"Why are there no dogs?" Eret asked shortly.

"Hiccup has a wolf," Dagur explained. "We tried dogs before…most were slain and the rest have refused to enter the forest again." Hiccup grinned: Toothless had been _really_ grumpy that day.

"Any wolf can be killed," Eret sneered. Hiccup gave a small smile and gave a small whistle. Toothless poked his head out of the brambles and Hiccup gestured to the wolf to lope towards a stand of bracken. Then he grabbed his bow, nocked an arrow and fired past Eret and Dagur's noses. Both men drew their swords as Hiccup hopped to a lower branch into clear view of the men.

"Top of the morning to you!" he called amiably. "Were you aware there is a tax for annoyingly rich and treacherous men passing through these woods?"

"Brother!" Dagur growled, fumbling for his crossbow. Hiccup rapidly fired again, the arrow burying deep into the weapon, rendering it useless.

"TRAITOR!" Snotlout sneered, firing a crossbow badly but accidentally hitting the trunk a few feet from Hiccup.

"Hi, Snot-how are my lands and honours doing today?" Hiccup asked sarcastically, discounting him. Simultaneously, Eret threw a long knife and Hiccup-recognising an unknown but almost certainly more skilled warrior-leapt from the branch and landed in a patch of brambles as the knife whisked through the patch of air he had just vacated. Lightly scratched, Hiccup stumbled away, his weak left ankle turning again. He flashed a grin at the hunting party. "Have a successful hunt!" he called and dived deeper into the trees. Toothless galloped towards him and the hunters glared as he ran for it.

"The wolf!" Eret snarled. "I'm having its pelt for my new cloak!"

"My second best crossbow!" Dagur added. "Okay, brother-if that's how you want to play it…let's have a little fun!" And he wheeled his horse around and they cantered into the undergrowth, heading after the sprinting shape of Hiccup. Eret was kicking his horse forward, eager to win the chase. Not to be outdone, Snotlout was riding very recklessly after them, dodging between the trees, jumping brambles and gullies and closing rapidly on the lanky, fleeing shape of Hiccup.

_Okay-first part of the plan is working great. They're chasing us. Now all I need to do is come up with the second part of the plan…_

Hiccup looked up and recognised the terrain. He had spent countless hours in Raven Point Forest as a boy, hiding from his cousin and the others who had tormented and taunted the undergrown young Prince-but it had given him amazing knowledge of the place that only the local foresters could match. He veered left and hurdled a low gulley, his ankle turning again and dumping him on the damp, mossy ground by a stream. Toothless instantly stopped but he waved the wolf on.

"I'm fine, bud!" he murmured, scrambling to his feet and staggering on. He could hear the pursuers closing and he raced forward, scampering up a tree and walking steadily along the thick lower branch, He pointed and Toothless streaked ahead, growling as the horses came into view. Hiccup hopped onto an adjacent branch and backed away from the three hunters. He smiled at them.

"Having fun yet…_brother?"_ he taunted Dagur and the Deranged Lord growled, advancing towards the lanky shape. Hiccup sketched a bow.

"Oh, you are going to pay for that!" Dagur growled but Eret suddenly looked serious.

"Wait-this doesn't feel right…" he said clearly. But Hiccup whistled and Toothless reared up behind the horses, growling and snarling and the horses all reared wildly. The hunters stood no chance and were all thrown-straight down the pit trap that Hiccup remembered had been dug here some years earlier. He hunkered down and stared at the three men in the muddy pit.

"Good instincts," he complimented the man, his eyes narrowing. "You've come from Drago the Dark, Prince of Blood and enemy of Berk. So your presence isn't exactly welcome. I'm sure your shaman threw the runes before the trip, just in case. But I betcha he didn't see this coming!" Eret pulled his sword and waved it furiously at the young outlaw.

"You will regret this for the rest of your life!" he swore. "I will kill you for this!"

"Oh, join the line!" Hiccup sighed. "There are so many people after my head I'll have to set up an appointments system." Then his expression hardened. "That trap is twelve feet deep with sheer sides and it's very muddy. You are unlikely to get out on your own. Maybe someone will find you…and maybe they will be willing to help you…but this place is a long way from any habitations." Snotlout stared up at him.

"What do you want?" he asked very quietly. Hiccup cracked a grin.

"I may be minded to throw you a rope," he offered. "For a price…" Snotlout and Dagur scowled.

"What price?" Snotlout asked. Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck in an embarrassed gesture.

"I'm rather down on my luck, so I can't afford a particularly strong rope," he admitted. "So you will need to lighten yourselves as much as possible. Those heavy purses for a start." Snotlout rolled his eyes. Eret huffed and folded his arms.

"I am NOT handing my money over to this scrawny bandit!" he snarled. Hiccup gave a shrug.

"All or none," he said easily. "I'll be seeing you. Maybe you're feeling lucky…" Snotlout stared up at him and then at Dagur. The Berserk Lord knew that Hiccup never left anything really to chance-and the trap would be well-concealed and remote. It may be a week before anyone passed close enough to hear their cries…

"Do as you are told!" the new Heir to Berk commanded him. Eret stared at him and saw the anger in the stocky young man'e eyes. Irritably, he tossed his purse up with the others. Hiccup caught them easily.

"Now your cloaks," he commanded. "And weapons."

"You would leave us defenceless, brother?" Dagger taunted him.

"Snot-tell these men what I do in my spare time," Hiccup said calmly, making a bundle of the cloaks.

"He works the forge."

"Yes-so I can refashion these into tools and farm implements for those you have stolen from," Hiccup told them sternly. "Boots!" Snotlout looked up at him and whined in protest.

"C'mon-how an I supposed to ride without boots?" he whinged. Hiccup grinned.

"Not a problem-because the horses will come with me as well," he said cheerfully. "You're looking a little well-fed, cuz. You could do with a walk. Boots or no rope!"

"I will watch you scream!" Eret promised Hiccup and the young outlaw smiled.

"Yeah, yeah, looking forward to it-_BOOTS!"_ he insisted. Finally, he bundled all the goods up and unwound a slender rope from around his waist. He walked to the very end of the branch and leapt down, then gathered up the horses. Finally, he tied the rope to the branch and tossed it over so the end dangled a good three feet above their heads, knowing they could reach it with relative ease. He sketched a bow. "Have fun with your hunt!" he said, threw himself into the saddle of Snotlout's horse and rode away. Snotlout stared at his companions.

"Off you go," he said. "Get me out of here!"


	4. Chapter 4: An Unexpected Encounter

**Four: An Unexpected Encounter.**

Hiccup had been right: Gobber had given him a disappointed look when he finally returned with his loot which, while not as discouraging as any his father poured upon him, still made him feel depressed. Even the news that Snotlout's hunt had been thwarted didn't seem to cheer anyone up.

"We feared ye were lost, laddie!" Gobber had told him. Hiccup flashed his crooked grin.

"Hey, Gobber-I had Toothless with me-what could possibly go wrong?" he asked.

"Wolf hunters?" Gobber suggested.

"Ambush?" Fishlegs put in.

"A hail of arrows?" was Ruffnut's contribution.

"A really _large_ hunting party? Tuffnut wasn't to be outdone either.

"Or all of the above," Gobber finished. "Look, laddie-ye aren't just a prince, taking a leisurely morning ride-ye'er the leader of this gang and a lot of people are relying on ye!"

"I'm not a prince at all, any more," Hiccup said stiffly, his clear green gaze darkening momentarily. "I'm a wanted outlaw and traitor. I know exactly what I risk-but there are people out there being hurt and I wasn't going to stand by and watch a little girl be abused by three men-or allow Snotlout and his friends stumble across the camp if I could help it!" He ran his hands through his hair and sighed.

"I'm only concerned about ye," Gobber told him gently.

"I worry more about you, old man!" Hiccup told him affectionately. "I don't know what I'd do if I lost you!" And then he frowned. "But we have a problem. With Snot and Dagur was a man who is clearly from Drago's lands. He has to be an envoy because I can't see Snot going hunting with anyone of lower status."

"Ye mebbe right, lad," Gobber said frowning.

"So we need to know what is going on," Hiccup said determinedly. Gobber stared at him and started laughing.

"Oh no, laddie-out of the question!" he said flatly.

"No one knows the castle bettie than I do!" Hiccup argued. "I can read as well as listen and I know all the shortcuts. I can do this!"

"What's going on?" Tuff nut asked, confused.

"I believe Hiccup is planning to infiltrate the castle in disguise," Fishlegs told him in a low voice. "It's hopelessly reckless and stupid!"

"Hey-I can do reckless and stupid. Practically my middle name!" Hiccup cut in, smiling calmly.

"I thought those were _our_ middle names!" Tuffnut protested and Ruffnut unexpectedly butted heads with him, grinning.

"Yeah…great days," she sighed. Hiccup rose.

"I'm going in," he said determinedly. "Distribute the clothes and money, melt down the weapons and there are three more horses with our friend that can either be sold, given away or kept for when we need to travel fast. And look after Toothless, please. I guess taking a black wolf into Berkingham castle would be a bit obvious!" Gobber stared up at him and sighed.

"I can't dissuade you?" he asked hopefully.

"Not a chance," Hiccup told him. "Time to visit my old home…"

oOo

It hadn't been as difficult as he had anticipated getting back into Berkingham Castle. All he had needed was a set of very threadbare and ragged tunic and hose, a hood and cap (to conceal his distinctive auburn mop and forest green eyes) and a cloak which had been generously rubbed in yak dung. The guards had just seen another filthy peasant and had been in a real hurry to wave him through and then retch at the stench.

He had dunked the cloak in water trough and rung it out to get rid of the worst of the smell before approaching the stable master and begging for work. He had been meek, persistent and accepted clearly bad terms for his day's labour and then he had been shoved through to the steward to be permitted to work. The man had again just seen a grubby and cowed peasant and had accepted his faltering assurances as he had turned to more important matters. Hiccup had been sent across the courtyard again and then he had paused.

As he watched, there was a ripple of murmuring and laughter as Snotlout, Dagur and Eret trudged back into the castle, stripped of weapons, cloaks and boots and clearly very footsore and muddy. Snotlout looked as if he had been rolled in a mud bath, Dagur had mud smeared all over his face and breastplate and Eret's suede garments were ruined. Hiccup bowed his head and smothered his chuckles: it wouldn't do to draw any attention to himself but it was hilarious to see his snobbish cousin in such a state. Then he scuttled to the stables and accepted a cuff to the head with a wince for dawdling on the way.

Hiccup glanced up after the cuff and gave a small smile, even though his head was ringing. He knew he had been fortunate in being assigned to work the stables-a place he could work in all day long-and he was shoved into a stall with a scruffy and badly-cared for beige nag. He frowned and saw a skittish horse. He laid his fork down and straightened up, approaching carefully. "Easy, easy," he murmured. The horse looked at him-and bit him. He leapt back, cradling his hand: the beast was very bad-tempered and even cleaning the stall would be hard. So he looked at the beast _really _carefully: it was chewing on the bridle and foaming a little at the mouth. Carefully he approached again and grabbed the bridle, unbuckling it quickly and pulling it away.

The beast immediately relaxed and he was able to stroke the nose gently. "Easy, boy," he murmured, peering at the mouth and seeing sores from a badly fitted bit. "That was sore, wasn't it…" and he looked at the bridle and the name marked on. "Fungus?" he continued. Then he realised-there was only one lunatic in Berk who would call a _horse _Fungus. He sighed and grabbed a brush: the horse needed a lot of care and he was just about to start when the door of the stall opened and an unpleasant voice sneered:

"What the 'ell yer doin' with me Fungus?" Hiccup started and cringed, hunching his shoulders and looking down. He backed away from the horse quickly, doing his best to look like a cowed peasant.

"I-I'm sorry, Milord," he muttered submissively. "He-he looked in pain so I took his bridle off… He-he seems better now…"

A clout from a staff slammed him to the ground and he allowed himself to fall clumsily. He could easily have ducked but Lord Mildew wasn't a total fool and was enjoyed hurting the staff. Everyone was afraid of the cruel old man and knew better than to avoid his punishments-because he would deal a far worse one to a serf disrespecting him. He scrambled to his knees, rubbing his shoulder.

"I'm s-sorry, Milord," he said, affecting a stammer. He had actually had one when he was younger, because being scrawny and taunted by your bigger and stronger cousin and all the other Heirs didn't do a lot for the confidence but he had it under control now. Mildew walked to his horse- a skinny balding old man with wild hair and sharp, mean features. Deliberately, he picked up the bridle and fastened it back on, too tight. The horse groaned and whinnied in pain. Hiccup stole a look up at the deliberate cruelty and earned himself another blow from the staff. Mildew beckoned to his steward.

"Beat him!" he ordered and Hiccup stiffened. There were a few options he had available: he could make a break for it and it was certain he could evade them-for the moment…but it would negate the reason he was here in the first place. He had risked coming back to the castle because he needed information and for that, he needed to stay here. So that meant he had to stay in character-no matter how many blows he had earned for trying to help the beast. _Note to self-for the gods sake, STOP trying to help everyone! It only causes trouble,_ he reminded himself as he steeled himself. He bowed his head but Mildew leaned closer. "Unless yer want to commit treason? Then I could 'ave the axeman kill yer!"

"Um, no Milord?" Hiccup hazarded, head still down. "I'm really very extra sure I don't want to."

"I could order it mesel' but then I'd 'ave ter pay 'im…" Mildew persisted. "Yer could save me a few kronor…"

"Um, sorry, Milord…still not keen," Hiccup mumbled, earning himself another blow. He winced.

"That's the problem with them bloody peasants-never willin' ter 'elp their betters," Mildew grumbled. "Proceed!" Hiccup remained on his knees, head bowed as the steward grabbed his shoulder and raised his staff, then began to strike the outlaw. Biting against the groans, Hiccup took the beating without complaint, though he was trembling at the end. Mildew watched with a satisfied sneer, then snapped his fingers. The steward walked away and left the 'peasant' on his knees. "Just do yer bloody job!" Mildew snarled and left.

Hiccup looked up, breathing hard. He was angry as well as in pain: he hated cruelty and Mildew was renowned for his mean nature. Slowly, he got up then unfastened the bridle, patting the horse. He swiftly cleaned the stall, wincing as he pulled on his welts then checked the stables were empty…and headed out. Another battered peasant raised no suspicions in the castle so he was able to get into the back entrance of the kitchens with ease, grabbing a vial of oil ostensibly to refuel the lamps. Checking carefully, he headed up to the Clerk's office and listened at the door. He knew that any Treaties would be in the office and he needed to see what Spitelout had signed on behalf of the kingdom-and who he had aligned himself with.

He could hear breathing within and he knocked meekly, then entered as he was bidden. The Clerk-a bearded man with a superior expression-almost sneered as he saw the skinny shape carrying the oil vial. He turned back to the parchment he was slowly scribing as Hiccup meekly shuffled to three lamps and refilled all with care while craning his neck and catching a glimpse of at least one Treaty document on the table. It had to be a new Treaty because it wasn't rolled in a leather tube and stored in the main racks behind the clerk. He ducked his head as the clerk looked up and he swiftly finished, then left quietly, ducking behind a large statue of a former Viking Chieftain of Berk and waiting.

He had been there an hour, his long legs cramped and back aching from the beating when the door finally opened and the clerk scooted out, waddling swiftly down the corridor. It was what Hiccup had been waiting for and he paused, then dived in and closed the door with a quiet click. He had maybe ten minutes before the Clerk-who went for a snack at this time every day-returned with a plate piled high with sweetmeats and a large mug of mead.

Immediately, he headed for the desk and pulled the new Treaty free, his emerald gaze scanning the runes. It was a new Treaty between Spitelout-now shamelessly proclaiming himself the ruler of Berk-and Lord Drago Bludvist the Dark, the Prince of Blood. In it Drago was promising his entire navy and his army and their armoured dragons to exterminate Stoick and conquer the northern half of the Kingdom in payment for his support. Hiccup scowled, then rolled it up and stuffed it under his tunic as proof of Spitelout's treason. Then he swiftly turned to the racks and found the newest Treaties-all by Spitelout and all with enemies of Berk, promising aid in overthrowing Stoick and supporting Spitelout's reign. All cost land or a lot of gold-which the poor people of Berk were funding through the unfair taxes or slavery. All predated the coup…and so were proof of Spitelout's treason.

Hiccup blinked hard, his heart hammering in his chest. He knew there was no one he could take these to _now_ but he also knew that if he could ensure his father came home safely, these would exonerate him and condemn his treacherous Uncle. He grabbed the lot, muddled the remaining rolls to hide the gaps and dived for the door. He ducked behind the statue just as the heavy steps approached. He peered out as the Clerk lumbered up, his plate loaded with a mountain of sweetmeats and pastries that would have fed a starving family for a couple of days. He watched the man push in through the door-then dived away with his booty. And then the shout went up: the Clerk had noted the missing Treaty.

Wincing, Hiccup dived for the only way out close-a little-known back stair up to the guest suites on the second level. During his childhood, being bullied by Snotlout and the other nobles' children, Hiccup had found every servant shortcut or hidden alcove in the castle and he used that knowledge now to disappear. He knew the guest floor was free of guards because it was probably still considered rude to treat visiting nobles as if they were the enemy. So he was able to emerge cautiously and scan the corridor before trying to decide what to do next. He sighed. He had a number of bulky treaties in their leather sleeves and they weren't exactly easy to conceal. He paused: he needed a bag of some description to carry them. Listening cautiously, he approached the nearest door, then opened it and sneaked in.

A fist smacked into his face and he staggered back but a second blow tossed him onto his back. He blinked and glanced up-as an axe dug hard into his throat. He looked up into the furious sea-blue glare of Astrid, her favourite weapon nicking his skin. He swallowed carefully.

"This may look bad…but actually I can explain this…" he offered. She glared at him.

"How dare you enter my room, peasant!" she snapped.

"Now, that wounds me, Astrid," he protested gently. "I thought we were supposed to be _friends forever."_ She frowned and he lifted his hands-carefully-and pulled his hood back, revealing his grubby face with the sharply angled jaw and little scattering of freckles, bright forest green eyes and tousled auburn hair. Her eyes widened.

"_HICCUP?"_ she exclaimed. "What the Hel are you doing here? Aren't you meant to be running for your life with a price on your head?"

"I'm delighted to see you too, Milady," he said sarcastically. "Thanks for reminding me-I knew I'd missed something off my 'to do' list for the day…" She pulled the axe away and glared at him.

"You _robbed_ me!" she hissed angrily. He stared up at her, still lying on the floor.

"Well, I could hardly spare you when I rob everyone else because that would _really_ make you look suspicious…and from what I hear, your father is under enough suspicion anyway," he sighed. She frowned at him and offered him a hand. He accepted the strong jerk that hauled him to his feet and he bent down with a wince to gather his scattered scrolls. She frowned.

"What _have_ you heard?" she demanded, still twirling her axe in her hand. "And what are those?" He looked at the scrolls.

"These'? They're…"

"None of your sarcasm, mister!" she warned him.

"Without my sarcasm, I can barely function, Milady," he sighed. "They're Treaties-between Spitelout and our enemies, proving his treason against my father. If he ever returns…" For a moment, his shoulders sagged and the uncertainty in his eyes was obvious.

"He will," Astrid said gently, resting a hand on his shoulder. He gave a watery smile.

"If he can evade all the enemies who are looking for him," he admitted. "I have heard that Spitelout is not pleased that your father helps the poor and shelters those he considers tax-evading scum! And he has ceded the north to Drago in the Treaty, so your lands will be taken by the Prince of Blood anyway." She stared at him in shock.

"What?" she gasped. He unrolled the scroll from under his tunic and allowed her to read the runes with wide and horrified eyes. "No! He can't. That's all our lands and holdings…" He gently took the parchment from her trembling hands.

"I'm sorry," he murmured. "Though we may be able to delay it if we got the other copy. Is the Envoy on this floor?" She nodded.

"He's two rooms that way," she admitted.

"And there are balconies on these rooms, aren't there?" She nodded. "If I can get their copy, the Treaty will not be valid. They will have to redraft it and travel all the way back to Drago to get his seal and signature and _then_ bring Spitelout's copy back here. I know Drago will not act until had signed proof of the Treaty in his hand. It may buy us some time." She stared at him.

"That is stupidly reckless!" she scolded him. "Some may say poorly thought out as well." He flashed her a confident grin.

"Then it's a good thing I never listen!" he shot back. "Can you knock the door? If he answers, keep him busy! And if not, open it and call me!" She start at him, then nodded, flicking her braid over her left shoulder and flouncing to the door. She was a skilled warrior and usually moved with aggressive purpose but where necessary, a legion of etiquette tutors had finally taught her how to glide and flounce in what was considered an enticing manner. Hiccup gaped and an eyebrow raised appreciatively.

"Lower that eyebrow, mister, or I'll chop it off!" Astrid threatened him and he smirked as she flounced out. He exploded into action, dropping his scrolls on the bed and pushing the glass doors open, then emerging quickly onto the balcony. He glanced across, then scrambled onto the stone wall and leapt across the the intervening balcony-and then again swiftly onto the target balcony. Immediately he pressed his aching body against the wall-then peered carefully into the room-to see Astrid waving wildly at him through the open door. He gave a relieved sigh then entered, scanning the room. His gaze fell on the Envoy's saddle-bags and swiftly walked over, flipping the flaps open and searching through-until he found the linen-rolled scroll of the Treaty. Once he had checked that, he continued searching through, retrieving the man's gold and a bundle of letters from Drago to various nobles that promised enrichment of they supported his bid to take not only the north of the Kingdom-but the remaining southern portions well. He breathed hard and grabbed them as well, then put the packs back and headed for the balcony-as Astrid gave a little gasp.

"What are you doing in my room?" Eret asked her roughly. She straightened up and frowned.

"I thought I heard voices inside-and the sounds of footsteps," she told him as if it were obvious, blocking her doorway and glaring at him, her arms folded aggressively across her chest. "I thought you may be being robbed-there are a terrible number of thieves and bandits around nowadays. Shame that the King can't keep the peace as well as we would hope!" He tried to peer past her but the door was only slightly ajar and he could only see a sliver of his bed.

"And did you see anyone in there?"Eret asked her shortly. She scowled.

"You interrupted me!" she snapped. He bunched his fists but knew not to shove her aside-because that may cause more trouble than it was worth with Snotlout and Spitelout. He gritted his teeth.

"Then I would be most grateful, Lady, if you would let me pass so I can check my belongings of myself?" he asked sarcastically. She inclined her head and paused.

"If you wish," she said grudgingly. She didn't move. He scowled and dropped his hand deliberately to the pommel of his sword.

"My Lady?" he said through gritted teeth. She moved aside and he flew in as she flounced away, slamming her door with admirable force. Hiccup looked up from the bed where he was sitting, scanning through the letters.

"You told him I was robbing him?" he asked her, looking hurt.

"I am an honest woman," she reminded him smugly. "I warned him what was happening…how could he suspect I was in any way connected with you?"

"You make a horrible look-out," he grumbled as she walked over to him.

"Anything useful?" she asked, peering at his sheath of letters. He nodded.

"Drago is playing double bluff," he sighed. "He wants the whole of Berk. The Treaty cedes him the north-and he plans to take the south by force and treachery. I have the second copy of the Treaty and a little contribution to the poor. And these…will not make their intended recipients." He sighed and got up achingly. "I need a favour…"

"Another one?" she asked incredulously. "You are pretty demanding for a penniless, landless hunted traitor and outlaw!" He winced and closed his eyes.

"Astrid," he sighed quietly. She said nothing, realising she had hit a little too low. "A bag of some description would be helpful to carry these away…" She paused, then turned to the closet and fished out a large cloth bag.

"Would that help?" she asked. He nodded and stuffed the scrolls in. Then he was hit in the face by a gown. "And put this on!" she snapped. He stared.

"Erm…what?" he said in a confused voice.

"Put it on!" she growled.

"Erm…not sure it's my colour, Astrid…" he protested. It was baby pink and had lace around the neckline.

""Put it on…and this cloak…and you can take the bag with _this_ gown in to Dora the seamstress in the town, up by the forest's edge," she told him tartly. He stared at her: he was the master of reckless plans but this was even crazier than any of his! But he tossed aside his cap and hood and stripped the tunic off his lean torso. He heard her gasp and he stopped.

"Sorry, I should have warned you about all the raw Vikingness!" he murmured but she was staring at the ugly red welts and fresh black bruises over his shoulders and back.

"Are you…okay?" she asked, her tone concerned. He looked up and nodded.

"I'm fine, Astrid," he reassured her, pulling the soft pink grown on and struggling to wriggle into it, though he was very lean and the unlaced bodice was surprisingly generous. "But this _really_ isn't my colour…or my shape…" he added. He was hit by two tightly wrapped stockings. He held them up with a cynical expression on his face. "Do I need to ask?" he said dryly as she huffed, walked forward and expertly stuffed them down the front of his dress to give him some semblance of curves. His eyes widened. "You've done _that_ before!" he noted. She pursed her lips.

"Tell anyone and I will chop several pieces off you!" she threatened.

"Join the queue!" he fired back, though there was a small smile. "Though I would rather you than Snotlout, to be honest." She wrapped the cloak around his lean shape and pulled the wide velvet hood a long way forward to conceal most of his face, then adjusted the cloak carefully.

"You may need to hunch a bit." she admitted. "You look too tall for a woman."

"You were taller than me until three years ago," he reminded her. She looked up into his tired face and smiled.

"Not any more," she smiled, then landed a firm punch on his shoulder. He yelped.

"What-what was that for?" he protested.

"That's for robbing me!"

"But I let you keep your jewels!" he whined. So she leaned up and gave him a small kiss on the lips.

"And that's for everything else, Mister outlaw," she smiled. "Now off you go, Helga! I want those gowns back by the morning."

"Right you are, Madame," he said in an unconvincing falsetto. She burst out laughing and swatted him on the shoulder.

"You are so dead if you try that on _anyone_!" she laughed and walked him to the door. He paused and leaned close to her.

"Be careful," he told her in a low voice. "Spitelout and especially Alvin do not like your father. They are planning to remove his lands-maybe by force. He is in danger-so do not do anything too extreme to antagonise them. If I hear anything, I will get word to you. I _promise!" _She nodded.

"And I will warn you if I hear anything of import, mister!" she told him and grinned. He adjusted his 'chest'-which had slipped and she escorted him briskly out of the room. They made it to the gatehouse uneventfully, with Astrid apparently chatting with her maid, before the girl trotted out of the gate and up the hill at a reasonably fast pace for a serving woman. She was watching him vanish among the little hovels of the upper town when Snotlout stopped at her side.

"Hey, Princess," he greeted her and she rolled her eyes.

"What are you doing here?" she asked shortly. He offered her his arm and she took it because she had to appear to play along…for now.

"A thief has been in the bedrooms," he warned her. "He has already plundered the Envoy's room-I would hate you to lose any more valuables after your unpleasant experience on the way here!"

"Mmm? Oh yeah, the outlaw," she said distantly. Then she smiled. "Thank you, Lord Snotlout." She patted his arm. "But I can find my own way back from here!"

oOo

In the forest, Hiccup was sprinting along the forest track, his gown flapping and cloak trailing behind him. The bag bumping at his side held the worst possible news of the beleaguered kingdom of Berk. He needed to get back to Gobber and see if there was any way he could save his home from being annexed by Drago's bloodthirsty empire. Imagining his poor people and his beautiful homeland under the heel of that bloodthirsty madman was really too horrible to contemplate…


	5. Chapter 5: Visits

**A/N: Yes-the time-honoured plot device of having the hero dress as a woman…works every time! I had a number of requests for what happened when Hiccup made it back to the camp. So how could I resist?**

**Five: Visits**

Hiccup's return to camp caused consternation, to say the very least. As he finally ducked through the narrow pass at the end of the steep, rocky climb down from the top of the cove, he was met by as wall of men with loaded bows facing him. He froze, slowly raised his hands and sighed.

"What do you think you're doing, here, Miss?" Gobber growled, holding his crossbow precariously balanced on his hook.

"Miss? _Miss?_" Hiccup spluttered, knocking his hood back. "It's official: the world has gone crazy!"

There was a stunned silence with eyes staring everywhere but the gowned shape of their leader. Bows were lowered but apart from that, nobody moved.

"Erm, Hiccup-you _do_ know you're wearing a dress?" Fishlegs asked cautiously, seemingly unwilling to broach the subject.

"Really? I wondered why my tunic appeared to have stretched...a lot. And gone _pink!" _Hiccup growled_. _

"Hiccup's a girl?" Tuffnut said, looking confused.

"Erm...looks like it..." Fishlegs sniggered.

"How long has Hiccup been a girl?" Tuffnut asked, his face confused.

"That dress fits _really _well," Ruffnut added admiringly. Tuffnut brightened up.

"Well then, my pretty, do you fancy a date with the world's greatest lover?" he offered. Hiccup face-palmed.

"No!" he snapped.

"How about me?" Tuffnut persisted, looking a bit more desperate. "C'mon, Hic-the only other girl in camp is my sister and...damn-no!"

"I am not a girl!" Hiccup shouted. Ruffnut patted him on the shoulder.

"Don't be afraid to get in touch with your feminine side," she soothed him.

"_You _haven't!" her twin pointed out.

"Yeah, so I know what I'm talking about!" she replied.

"I. AM. NOT. A. GIRL!" Hiccup bellowed.

"Don't get yer skivvies in a twist lass...er, lad" Gobber sniggered and Hiccup groaned.

"Not you too?"

"Hey, what is the girl equivalent of skivvies?" Tuffnut asked him. "I'd ask Butt-Elf here but I don't think she'd know!"

"Hey! But actually no..."

"Petticoats," Hiccup sighed.

"Definitely a girl," Tuffnut whispered loudly to his sister, nodding and gesturing.

"You were lucky Snotlout didn't see you," Fishlegs said, having finally managed to stop giggling. "Rumour has it he chases anything in a skirt...and I'm sure you wouldn't want _him _ having a good snuggle..."

"Thank you, Fishlegs-it will take _years _to get rid of that mental image!" Hiccup groaned.

"Has suave Hiccup the Charming actually gone red at the thought of 'Wandering Hands' Snotlout's attentions?" Ruffnut sniggered loudly to her brother as Hiccup blushed beet red. He face-palmed again and gritted his teeth.

"ENOUGH!" he shouted and they immediately calmed down…mostly. "I have some _very_ serious news. Things are worse than we thought. Spitelout has made Treaties with ALL of our main enemies and he has ceded the whole of the northern half of the kingdom to Drago the Dark. And I have further proof Drago is planning a double cross and will be invading the rest of Berk once he had the north under his control." He sighed and wiped the sweat from his face: it was hot and very awkward running in a gown. "I have both copies of his Treaty with Drago-which may delay things a bit-plus all the letters to the traitors...who we probably should scare off a bit. And a small contribution to the poor from Drago's envoy..." And he tossed the heavy pouch of gold to Gobber. The old sword master cracked a grin.

"I see ye haven't lost yer touch, lass…"

_"__GOBBER!"_ Hiccup's expression was exasperated as he waved the bundle of letters from Eret's saddle-bags. "So we need to pay the Lords named in these letters a visit-as Drago would not waste time in contacting them unless he had good reason to suspect they would be amenable to his advances. And we watch and intercept all messengers between the Castle and the North-and all taxes flowing back. We need to starve Spitelout of funds, intelligence and allies!" Tuffnut raised a hand cautiously.

"Hiccup?"

"Yes…"

"Dude-I dig what you're saying but it would sound so much more impressive if you weren't still wearing a dress!"

_"__TUFFNUT!" _Hiccup snapped. Then he gave a calculating smile. "Though you do know that pink is really a colour for blondes…"

"What?"

"Hey-don't look at me!" his sister told him immediately. "I don't do dresses!" Tuffnut sighed in resignation.

"FINE! As long as I get to keep the petticoats…"

oOo

"He got BOTH copies?" Spitelout screamed, throwing his goblet at Alvin. The Sheriff swatted the goblet aside and paced slowly towards the usurper.

"The Clerk noticed the Treaty gone from his office as soon as the returned from 'is break," he growled. He had ensured the man would never leave his duty for a break again. "There were also several other recent copies of Treaties you signed…with Outcasts, Berserkers, Dragon Hunters…"

"Who would…" Spitelout began and then his face folded into a hateful scowl. _"Hiccup!"_ Alvin paced backwards and forwards.

"Drago's copy of the Treaty was taken from 'is envoy's room," Alvin continued. "Lady 'Offerson was seen at 'is door and warned 'im she 'eard someone inside. Otherwise 'e may not 'ave checked until 'e left 'ere."

"I know my nephew was friends with her when they were children-though she is here now to marry my son," Spitelout mused. "She has yet to set the date but she is a daughter of House Hofferson and will do what is required for the safety of her people be her family." Alvin looked thoughtfully at him: Astrid had been cool to the Sheriff and it was clear she blamed him for the taxes and penalties levied on the peasants of as Scauldron Bay. He didn't trust her but had no proof to bring against her-for now. He promised silently to watch her really closely. He paced the room heavily.

"It's clear the peasants shield 'Iccup because 'e 'elps them with their taxes," he said mildly. "So we 'ave to make it plain that 'elping 'im will only bring them more 'ardship!" Spitelout frowned.

"And how do you plan to do that, Alvin?" he asked suspiciously. The big leader of the Outcasts gave a nasty leer.

"They've 'ad it easy so far," he glowered. "Now we make it 'ard for 'em- and make sure they know who's ter blame!" Spitelout gave a cruel smile.

"Let's see them help hide Hiccup when he's responsible for their homes being burnt and children sold in slavery!" he gloated.

oOo

Fishlegs had been visiting his mother when the raid happened. Despite being outlawed, he was a kind-hearted and dutiful son and he visited his mother at least every week to ensure there was enough wood, food, money and any chores and repairs were done. The bulky shape was familiar with the villagers and no one had ever been tempted to turn him in because Hiccup had helped them so often with their taxes-and Fishlegs was a kindly young man who would help anyone if they needed a hand. In recompense, the villagers usually sent Fishlegs back to the outlaws laden with bread, stew, salted yak and of course, Fishlegs's mother's famous crab cakes.

But on this occasion, he had just started chopping the logs when the thunder of hooves sounded and the husky young man ducked behind the woodpile and peeked out as Dagur and a dozen men raced into the village. The villagers ducked back into their homes as the Berserk Chief raked the little settlement with his crazed pale green gaze. Then, deliberately, he unrolled a scroll.

"This village, Thursund, is to be razed to the ground for the crime of helping the outlaw and traitor Hiccup Haddock," he announced. "All houses are to be burnt, all children to be taken into custody to be sold into slavery, all goods to be seized!" Fishlegs's blue eyes widened and as quietly as he could manage, he dashed into his home, grabbing his mother and hauling her from the small hovel before anyone could grab her. She struggled but he was very firm as he wrapped her shawl around her and held her concealed as the Berserkers began to toss burning torches into the small homes. He patted his mother gently on the arm.

"Stay here, Mom," he murmured and grabbed the axe. He needed to give the villagers a chance to escape. Moving lightly for a man of his size, he sneaked round the back of his home and charged the nearest man, the flat of his axe smacking him on the side of the head and knocking him senseless. He stamped the torch out and ran towards the next man, slamming him aside as he chased after a couple of kids. Fishlegs pushed them back and pointed urgently to the nearby forest. "Run!" he hissed and ran on.

Dagur saw him felling a third man to free a young mother and her children and the Berserk Chief wheeled his stallion round and charged at the outlaw. Fishlegs saw him coming and dived down, whimpering "Oh, Thor! Oh, Thor!" Dagur almost trampled him and Fishlegs rolled away, the axe flying up to block a battle-axe aimed directly at his head. He was aware of the sounds of crackling and the smell of burning wood then billowing black smoke swirled around him. He snatched a glance to see half of the village burning.

"Hello, Fishface!" Dagur sneered, swinging at him again. "Where's my brother? Is he too much of a coward to face me? To face what he has caused?" Fishlegs stumbled up and backwards, backing away, his axe readied.

"I think…" he panted, "…that you…have done this…all by yourself…!" Dagur threw back his head and laughed, tossing a torch into another hovel.

"WRONG!" he roared. "This is punishment for his crimes! He has stolen something from the King-_something very important-_and we will continue until he hands it back-or they hand him over!" He looked at the shocked villagers-those that had not already run for the forest. "Pass the word, you rats! We'll continue destroying villages and taking slaves until your precious Hiccup hands himself over!"

Fishlegs stared in utter shock and backed away, watching the men check that every home was aflame. He could hear children crying in their grasp but he had a group of women and children behind him and he was afraid to leave them unprotected. Dagur laughed at him as his men retreated, their work done and young prisoners slung across their saddles. The outlaw felt his heart break as he heard them cry in fear-and the desperate cries of their families as they were stolen away. But as he retreated, two dozen rescued villagers cowering at his back, his only thought was for his mother-who was still hidden-and that he should get the villagers to safety before telling Hiccup that things seem to have gotten far worse.

oOo

Predictably, Hiccup was worried and horrified to hear what had happened to the village-and more that Spitelout was doing it in revenge for his theft of the Treaties. He listened to the story wordlessly, send the rest of the gang to lead the villagers to safety on a deserted village they sometimes used as a hideout with some food for the newly homeless peasants and then turned to Gobber.

"I should hand myself in," he muttered. Gobber folded his arms and scowled at him.

"I thought I'd brought up a smarter lad than that," he said gruffly. Hiccup folded his arms around his body and felt Toothless suddenly pressed his warm body against the boy's leg. Automatically, he dropped a hand to fondle the wolf's head and felt the firm pressure under his fingers.

"You did," he sighed. "But I am supposed to protect the people of Berk, not get them killed or enslaved."

"And this is designed ter get yer ter hand yersel' over, laddie," Gobber said sympathetically.

"And to get the people to blame me for it-and remove any support I have from them," he added morosely. "I know it's Alvin's idea-Spitelout simply isn't smart enough to come up with this on his own. But the end result is the same-people suffer. They've burnt their homes and possessions-and taken the children…" He fell silent and his mentor stared at him. It was easy with his sarcastic wit and cocky confidence to forget that Hiccup was still a young man wracked with doubts and worried sick for his father and his land.

"We'll get 'em back, lad," he assured the boy. Hiccup sighed.

"What-what would my Dad do?" he asked softly. "I'm sure he wouldn't hesitate to hand himself over to save lives-or lead a full frontal assault on the castle almost single-handed. Instead, his stupid son has mucked everything up!" His tone had turned savage and he wheeled away, bitterly.

"Yeah-yer father who has vanished off ter fight the pirates-agin-leavin' Berk vulnerable ter yer treacherous uncle and his cronies!" Goober sighed. "Don't be yer father, Hiccup. Be yerself. I'm sure the Night Fury wouldn't start mopin' and throwing a prize sulk!" Hiccup sat abruptly on a boulder and pouted, drawing his knees up to his chest.

"Gobber…" he warned. "I can if I want to."

"Laddie-knowledge is power," Gobber reminded him, limping slowly towards him. Toothless inclined his head in inspected his friend: Hiccup's head was bowed and his shoulders slumped. He tended to take life far too seriously and his father had done a fine job in instilling an overlarge sense of responsibility in his son-often for things that were way beyond his control. "Why is Spitelout so desperate to get the Treaties back? Mebbe his allies are gettin' antsy about anyone seein' what terms they made?" Hiccup frowned.

"Or maybe he's promised them all the same thing-and he doesn't want them realising they aren't going to get it?" he murmured, his eyes suddenly calculating. "Or that Drago will take _everything_ he promised them previously because the Prince of Blood wants the whole of Berk." He unfolded and stood up abruptly. Toothless pricked his ears and whined. Gobber inspected the young prince carefully and gave a slow smile.

"So whatscher plan?" he asked. Hiccup grabbed his bow and whistled to Toothless.

"I think we need to pay Lord Sven a visit," he said with a small smile.

oOo

Westcliffe was, as its name suggested, a manor overlooking the tall granite cliffs on the western part of the island, an hour's gentle ride from Berkingham. The manor was constructed of stone and wood, a fine single storey building with good fortifications and an unimpeded view of the approaches. So Hiccup simply clambered up the cliff and approached from the essentially unguarded side, easily penetrating the defences and sliding silently into the main building and the residential wing. Toothless had raced along the cliffs among the stunted shrubs, more agile than any human, and was awaiting his master's call.

Lord Sven the Silent was a man of average height, bald with a fine bushy moustache and quick, bright eyes. he was renowned as being canny and thoughtful in all his dealings. But he had sided with Spitelout and was making money from sale of slaves as well as stolen livestock and goods. He stared at his ledger for a moment, then flipped the top of his iron-bound strongbox open and trailed his thick fingers through the mound of gold coin and jewels. Much was pitiful-silver trinkets and amber and amethyst pendants bought as love-gifts-but a few pieces were gold and well-worked. Sven lifted a little pendant shaped like an axe and smiled, then restored it to the pile.

"I don't think it's your style, Sven," Hiccup said shortly, his bow nocked and an arrow aimed straight at the man's heart. Sven gave a small shrug.

"Anything gold is my style," he said in a surprisingly high-pitched voice. Hiccup started.

"Hmm, unexpected," he said to himself. "I thought you'd be more…" He shrugged.

"Well, I'm always talked over-by men who now feed the worms or beg for my help," Sven said smugly. "That's why they call me 'the Silent'. But blowhards and arrogant fools always stole the show and my wishes were never considered. So I considered my position-and I chose my side."

"Poorly," Hiccup noted, his aim never wavering. "First Spitelout-and now Drago." Sven gave a false little laugh.

"I think you must be deluded, boy!" he sneered. "The stress of having your treason uncovered…being taken to the block. That _must_ have been an experience…"

"I was thinking of having a haircut anyway," Hiccup shot back, though his voice was toneless. He had nightmares about those few seconds where the axe had rested on the back of his neck and the overwhelming sense of failure had engulfed him. "Not an issue you face!" Then his eyes hardened, grim chunks of emerald in a determined but pale face. "I've read the letter, Sven!"

"I don't know what…" the man lied and he heard the string of Hiccup's bow creak.

"You know, Drago the Dark wouldn't write such a letter for his envoy to deliver by hand unless he knew you would accept his terms," Hiccup said coldly. "He wouldn't make the formal offer in writing of a Treaty with you unless he knew you had already verbally agreed to be his vassal, to sell out what was left of Berk after Spitelout traded away the North. To crush our entire people under his vicious rule."

"If you read the letter-_traitor_-then you know I was granted extraordinarily generous terms for my fealty!" Sven smirked and twirled a gold coin. He flipped it at Hiccup and the young outlaw flinched. In that second, Sven moved, diving towards the door and out into the main hall, yelling for his men as the arrow buried in his chair. Hiccup cursed, picked up the coin and snatching another handful of loot from the strongbox-including one particular item that had caught his eye-before he sprinted after the man, giving a low whistle. He could hear answering shouts and cursed himself again. _His father wouldn't have made that mistake!_

Sven had made it to the Main Hall when Hiccup emerged and the outlaw didn't hesitate this time, unleashing an arrow that grazed Sven's ear as it whistled past him. Another was instantly in his hand, drawn back and aimed.

"The next one is in your black heart!" Hiccup growled through gritted teeth.

"I have three dozen men at arms who will take you down-_boy!"_ Sven sneered, freezing and slowly turning to face the deposed Prince. "I am sure your Uncle wants to ask you a few questions about your banditry…"

"Sven, I am giving you one chance," Hiccup said quietly. "You renounce your allegiance to Drago and Spitelout and do as I command…"

"Or what?" the treacherous Lord sneered at him. Hiccup sighed.

"Ya know-I was really hoping you wouldn't ask that," he muttered then pulled back the arrow and narrowed his eyes. Sven grabbed at his sword as Hiccup whistled again and Toothless galloped in, growling ferociously. Sven hardly had time to turn as the wolf landed on him, bearing him to the ground, his teeth tearing at his sword arm and then switching to his throat. Hiccup dropped to a knee and spun, unleashing two arrows that took out the first two men who burst into the hall. Hiccup had already loaded another arrow as he heard Sven's screams grow more urgent.

"Hold, Toothless," he said in a low voice. Then he moved so he could inspect Sven while still covering the door. "Sven-I can come back and kill you any time. My father is Stoick the Vast: he will return and on that day, you can either be my friend or you can die horribly. So I suggest you return your stolen gold, free anyone you have taken to sell as a slave and restrict your activities to those a good nobleman would be expected to perform." He rose to his feet.

"And if you think these are empty threats, my Lord, I can put an arrow in your throat at a hundred paces-or simply fire an arrow into your manor at night and burn the place down," Hiccup said grimly. "If you set one foot outside these doors and you aren't my friend, you might as well bring your coffin along with you-because you will _never_ return to Westcliffe!"

"That's…that's…" Sven gasped, whimpering in pain from his savaged wrist. Toothless was staring hard into his eyes with his fell acid green gaze and his powerful body was vibrating with a growl.

"Illegal? Maybe that would be something to do with my being an Outlaw!" Hiccup said evenly. "Though I am sure you had _nothing_ to do with that…my Lord…"

"N-No…" Sven whimpered. Hiccup backed away from the door and back towards Sven's office.

"You have your chance-and your choice, Sven," Hiccup said quietly, retreating. "If you cross me, I will make an example of you for the other nobles…" He gave a smirk. "Not that any of them are likely to pay attention…" He whistled and Toothless leapt forward, through the door. Sven heard the bolts slam into place and clutched his hand closer to his chest. His men ran forward.

"Shall we force the door?" the sergeant asked but Sven shook his head.

"By the time you break through, he'll be long gone," he hissed. He dropped his head backwards onto the floor. He had seen the same look in the boy's eyes as he had seen many times in battle and council in the eyes of his father: there was no room for compromise and the determination to keep his word. Hiccup would do exactly what he promised. And though he was no Dagur, he had promised to kill Sven.

And Sven believed it. He stared at the roof as his men shuffled their feet. He nodded.

"Fetch my clerk! I have some letters to write!"

Outside, Hiccup was racing across the cliffs by Toothless, his pockets full of handfuls of snatched gold coins and a small pendant tucked inside his tunic. He was hoping his ultimatum would work because he really hated the idea of killing anyone-even a traitor-in cold blood. But he guessed Sven-who wasn't renowned for his bravery-would do his best to appear to comply. But more importantly, he had already checked that none of the stolen children had been imprisoned in Sven's Manor-they were still in Berkingham and that meant he still had time to rescue them.

But he would need help. He continued to jog along silently, Toothless loping at his side as he fished the pendant out of his tunic and looked at it. It was the small golden axe.

He knew just who he should ask…


	6. Chapter 6: Axes

**A/N: Please Note- This chapter contains a HIGHLY INAPPROPRIATE action by one of the characters (Tuffnut-who else?). DO NOT try this at home! I do not condone ANY actions of this sort and doing what Tuffnut does will definitely get you into trouble!**

**On with the story…**

**Six: Axes**

Astrid had never lacked confidence which was handy because she was garnering a very large number of curious, disapproving and outraged looks as she strode down to the training range in her training outfit. Berkian society had become increasingly conservative and a Lady of her noble birth was certainly expected to comply with ideals of grace, beauty and domesticity. Astrid, however, had a fiery temper, a stubborn will and expert training in arms and she refused to skip her axe practice just because she had been commanded against her will to Berkingham to marry Lord Snotlout.

She flipped the double-headed axe in her hand and skipped down the stone steps to the training yard, the leather panels of her knee-length skirt slapping audibly. It was decorated with iron studs as was her slim leather headband, a homage to the traditional kransen of their Viking forebears. Her sleeveless tunic was sky blue but she wore a light long-sleeved white tunic underneath. Her leggings were a dull grey-blue and her knee-length boots and vambraces were both of well-tooled tan leather. she flipped her blonde braid over her shoulder and approached the axe range. There were two soldiers lazily practicing and they both straightened up as she approached, sketching mocking bows at the female.

Astrid gave smirk, took her aim and launched her axe straight into the centre of the target. Both men's expression fell and jaws sagged open. She stalked to the range, grabbed her axe and went back, then threw again. Over and over, she repeated the actions, sometimes from different positions or distances, sometimes two-handed and sometimes one. Once she was sure she was warmed up with every axe burying solidly in the centre of the target, she began combat practice, flipping the blade round in a swirling arc of lethal aggression, her footing sure and balanced, her eyes narrowed and vision not even impeded by the bangs that persistently flopped over her left eye. Astrid swirled and danced, her skills assured. Finally, she attacked a target and hacked at it, destroying it completely with a huge vertical blow that literally chopped it in two and was accompanied by a blood-curdling scream.

Breathing hard, she stepped back and inspected her handiwork-and heard clapping. Angry, she turned-to see Snotlout applauding her. She frowned and her grip on her axe tightened. "Pretty nice, babe," he complimented her. "Of course, not as good as me-but who is?" Astrid gritted her teeth at the mocking tone.

"I would value a demonstration from such a master," she snapped, wiping her sweaty forehead on her sleeve. "Unless Lord Snotlout is unable to match my meagre skills…" Snotlout scoffed and motioned for one of the soldiers to fetch him an axe. Astrid rested the head of her axe on the ground, her hands lightly holding the butt of the handle, her eyes careful. Snotlout wasn't bright-she doubted even his father would argue with that judgement-but he was very strong, had a good eye and a mean temper. Playing to his vanity was always a wise move and she wanted to see him in action. Snotlout flipped the axe and then threw-hitting the centre of the target. Arrogantly, he threw again and again and his aim was the equal of hers. But though he was strong, she noted he wasn't as quick or had such good footing. As he attacked the target, she realised he relied solely on brute strength and could be outflanked.

"See, babe?" he said, breathing hard. "I'm a superstar!" She smiled.

"Would you spar?" she asked him gently and he puffed his chest up.

"I'll go easy on you, babe," he promised with a wink. She tried not to gag.

"So will I!" she shot back and lifted her axe, Snotlout grinned, faced up to her and lunged. She ducked, slapped the axe from his grip and dug the blade into his neck. She smiled.

"Hey-no fair!" Snotlout protested. "Okay-I wasn't ready for that…" She stood back and allowed him to retrieve his weapon. "Again. Ready…steady…" And he attacked on 'steady', expecting to catch her off-guard. But she was ready and as he moved, she nonchalantly swept his legs from under him. he landed on his ass hard and stared up at her as she frowned.

"Oh, I'm sorry-weren't you ready? You did move!" she said in an apologetic voice.

"The sun was in my eyes!" he whined. "Do you want me to move the sun? Because I can, babe!" She offered him a hand but he scrambled to his feet, now more annoyed. He squared up to her in a proper, focussed stance and she smiled, her weight balanced and this time, it was a better contest-his strength slamming her back against her speed and agility. Eventually, she let him win, confident she had uncovered all his weaknesses. She fluttered her eyelashes a little as she let him take her hand.

"See, babe?" he gloated. She simpered-she'd never tried it before but it seemed to go down well.

"You were so skilled!" she offered with a little giggle and he preened.

"You're pretty good as well-for a girl!" he complimented her. "You and me are made for each other, babe! I can't wait until our wedding night…" She raised an index finger and wagged it slightly.

"Lord Snotlout-there is not even an engagement or a contract, let alone a date for a wedding!" she reminded him. "I am the last Heir to House Hofferson and I need careful courting! Flowers, gifts, wooing-you can _do_ wooing, can't you? Minstrels, romantic meals, presents of land and property…" She smiled and made herself to stroke his face lightly. "Who knows-it could be fun…_Snottykins!"_ He grinned.

"Babe-I'm all over it!" he told her and bowed, then walked off, whistling. She shuddered: she suddenly felt like she needed a good bath. But Hiccup had been right: you did catch more flies with honey than vinegar and while Snotlout was imagining she was interested, he would be trying to coax her into marriage and resisting the pressure to marry her by force. His father could just make a decree but that would condemn Astrid either to betray her lands or herself. At least she had bought some more time.

She walked slowly through the yard, her axe slung across her back. The cells in the far wall were noisy with the sounds of crying and pleading in high-pitched, young voices and her heart ached for the prisoners. She guessed that they were children taken against the supposed debts of their parents and would be sold into slavery in Meathead lands or beyond. She didn't hold with slavery and nor did her father but Spitelout certainly did and no one was safe. She sighed and walked on to the stables.

As she had been commanded to move to the castle, her father had sent most other possessions by cart via the longer but far safer coast road-including her clothes, her training outfit and, of course, her golden mare, Stormfly. The grooms swiftly saddled the beautiful horse and then frowned as she swung into the saddle. "My Lady-you should have an escort!" they called but she grinned.

"Catch me if you can!" she challenged them and galloped from the stables, storming through the castle and out, accelerating up the hill. "Up, up!" she urged the mare as they dived through the line of trees and entered Raven Point Forest. She had ridden there as a child with the Prince and knew the tracks well. And she did not fear the outlaws. In fact, Astrid Hofferson was going outlaw hunting.

oOo

A third village on the northern border of the forest had been burnt and Hiccup and his gang had barely made it in time to rescue as many as he could and chase off the attackers. But the people had lost almost everything they owned and the message-that it was his fault-was beginning to gain traction. The village headman had asked him why he hadn't surrendered himself already and he had shaken his head, explaining that his death wouldn't restore one penny of taxes or bring a single enslaved family member home. But the contempt in the man's eyes at his supposed cowardice had hurt him and he had turned away, leaving his orders and vanishing amid the trees.

Toothless had raced after him as he ran, his head down, his lanky shape bowed with misery. He galloped up into a tall spruce and walked across the interlocking branches until he was enshrouded in a little cave of spruce branches. He could hear Toothless growling below and he sighed and lay back on the branch.

"I know, bud," he murmured. "But I can't tell them about the Treaties. They wouldn't understand at all. I mean-pieces of paper for lives and homes? What would they understand-even though Drago's Treaty would condemn them to the most brutal rule imaginable? I can see the change in their eyes-they all want me to give up." He sighed and stared at the branches laced overhead. "It would be easier, I guess-but I have to make my father proud…and hang on and defend Berk...until I _know_ he isn't coming back."

He sat up, then leapt from the branch and landed beside the wolf. Toothless solemnly gave him a little lick. "You know what's worst? Alvin has actually come up with a plan that's working. And unless I do something, the villagers will be queuing up to hand me over! And honesty-I can't sleep knowing that people are being attacked and hurt and made homeless and enslaved because of me." Toothless gave a little bark and he sighed. "Yeah, useless, wolf," he murmured. "Let's go and rob someone rich so at least I've got something to contribute!"

oOo

By the time she made the cove-which she had known as a child-Astrid was tired and hot. She liked the cove-it was pretty and isolated and a nice quiet place to think, away from the castle where there were eyes on her all the time. She had spent hours playing here with Hiccup, hours beating the smaller Prince at the axe and wrestling and reassuring him that his father did love him, despite his dubious physical prowess. They had promised to be friends forever here…and this had always been their special place. And…she suddenly ducked down…_it was now full of outlaws._

Tethering Stormfly carefully, she silently walked round until she found the steep rocky entrance and climbed carefully down. Glancing around and wondered where the guards were, she ducked out of the entrance and found herself facing a wall of crossbows. Her eyes narrowed and she raised her hands.

"What are ye doin' here, lass?" Gobber asked her grimly, levelling his crossbow at her heart.

"I'm here to see Hiccup," she said honestly. "I guessed he'd be here."

"Did ye?" Gobber's face was even more cold and she raised her hands higher.

"We were here a lot as children and I have information for him," she said. "I want to help!"

"Let me handle this!" Tuffnut said suddenly. He walked forward and smirked. "I can see through your disguise!" Astrid frowned.

"Erm, can you?" she asked warily. Tuffnut was looking astonishingly confident and he was giving her knowing looks.

"Of course-it's nowhere near as good as last time!" he commented. Her eyes narrowed.

"_Last_ time?" she asked shortly.

"Yeah-and I can tell you now-that outfit is _really _unconvincing!" he scoffed.

"How so?" Astrid asked and frowned. Ruffnut looked at Astrid-who was starting to look annoyed-and then at her twin and grimaced.

"Tuff?" she said in a last attempt to stop him. "I don't..."

"Don't worry, sis-he won't fool us this time!" Tuffnut told her confidently. "C'mon-H! These aren't even realistic!" And he grabbed Astrid's chest.

There was a moment of stunned silence as every bow was lowered, everyone backed away and Ruffnut momentarily visualised her twin's funeral.

The next moment saw Tuffnut being punched to the ground with Astrid's axe digging very hard into his neck. Her face was scarlet in fury as she leaned over him, preparing to finish him off.

"HOW DARE YOU?" she yelled so loudly they outlaws reckoned they could hear her all the way back to the castle. "I AM LADY ASTRID HOFFERSON AND I WILL KILL YOU FOR TOUCHING MY…"

"She will," Hiccup said, appearing behind her with Toothless at his heels. "I'd apologise now while you still can!" Tuffnut glanced from one to the other, completely confused-then he fainted. Ruffnut sighed.

"Maybe one day he'll get hit over the head and it will actually make him _smarter,_" she sighed. "I apologise for my mutton-head brother. He can't even tell a girl by looking. Even when he's seen you before!" Astrid looked at her-almost identical to him-and an eyebrow raised for a moment before she backed away and calmed her breathing.

"Accepted," she snapped, flicking her bangs off her eyes. "And where were you anyway?" she growled, turning on Hiccup. He raised his hands and backed away.

"Erm-Toothless? Help?" he said worriedly as she smiled to the wolf and offered her hand. The wolf sniffed and offered a solemn lick. "Traitor," he grumbled as the wolf wagged his tail at the girl.

"Well?" she asked, folding her arms and scowling at him.

"I was robbing an auditor, okay?" he said defensively, retrieving a heavy pouch of coins and tossing it to Gobber. "You know the drill, Gobber-hand it on to those who need it."

"But you ran out on us!" Fishlegs told him quietly. Hiccup backed up a pace and his green eyes looked hurt. He stared at the floor. "Those people needed reassurance and you left."

"Those _people_ told me to hand myself in Alvin," Hiccup replied quietly. "The Headman was cursing me. I didn't feel my presence was helping-or reassuring-anyone." He backed away another step. Astrid turned and took a couple of quick steps to his side, grasping his hands before he could turn and run.

"Wait!" she said quickly, her tone gentle. "They didn't mean it-because they didn't know what is at stake, did they?" He stared at the ground.

"My execution," Hiccup murmured slowly.

"And the subjugation and destruction of Berk as we know it," she reminded him gently. There was silence behind them. Hiccup glanced up. "They didn't know?" Astrid breathed.

"Yeah-but I think they're surprised that you do!" Hiccup informed her.

"Remember, mister outlaw, that I helped you get the letters and Treaties out of the castle!" she reminded him, raising a hand to stroke his face. He pressed his face briefly against her hand with the smallest hint of a smile.

"And I need your help," he said earnestly. "Alvin has been attacking villages-burning homes and taking the children as slaves. I know he'll sell them. Usually he sells the slaves through Sven the Silent but I have spoken to Sven and I think after our little chat, he's going to be out of the business…"

"Which is why the cells are full of terrified children," Astrid realised.

"They're all still here? Oh, thank Thor!" Hiccup gasped,sagging. "Then I need your help in getting them away!" She frowned and backed off a pace. "Astrid…I know I'm asking a lot…" he admitted, staring into her blue eyes. She sighed.

"If I get caught, Scauldron Bay will suffer," she reminded him quietly, turning away from him. She wrapped her arms around her body. "But I am a Hofferson and I am not afraid. I couldn't sleep knowing that children were being sold when I could have stopped it." She turned back to him. "What do you need?" He smiled and took her hand.

"Your eyes and ears," he said gently. "Find out when the children are being shipped out and tell us. We will do the rest." She smiled.

"Just tell me you're not wearing that dress again!" she sighed, rolling her eyes. He grinned.

"Not my colour!" he reminded her and gestured to the unconscious Tuffnut. "Meet your new 'Helga'!"

"You have to be kidding!" she spat. He winked and shrugged.

"He's actually a much better girl than me-or his twin sister," he admitted. She stared at him-then smiled.

"I've missed you, Hiccup," she admitted and he took her hand, kissing it chivalrously.

"Same here, Milady, though to be fair, my social diary was decimated by being made an outlaw and traitor." Then he slid something cool into her hand and closed her fingers over the object. She peered and saw a fine gold chain with a tiny golden double-headed axe pendant. "I saw it and thought of you," he admitted. She allowed him to fasten it around her slender neck and slid the pendant safely under her tunic. Then she stretched up and pecked him on the cheek.

"Be careful, Hiccup," she murmured. "You take too many risks!" He shrugged.

"If I don't, who will?" he asked with a lopsided grin. "Now, you need to get back, Milady or even Snotlout may start to become suspicious!" He leaned closer. "If you have any news, pass it to Lady Heather. She can get word to us." She smiled at him, nodded to the rest of the crew and then headed for the exit. Then she paused, brushed her bangs off her face and turned back, grabbing Hiccup's tunic and pressing a fierce kiss onto his lips. His eyes widened and he didn't dare breathe until she broke away with a coy smile and ran into the rocky exit. He stared after her, smiling goofily. Gobber waved his hook in front of his eyes.

"Nope, he's gone," he sighed. Ruffnut stared after Astrid and shrugged.

"She actually seemed cool," she admitted.

"Since when did '_she's rich and privileged and should pay her dues_' turn to '_she's cool_'!" Fishlegs asked her. She glanced at him, grinned and punched him on the arm.

"When she punched out Tuffnut," she told him simply. "Sweet!" Hiccup blinked and couple of times, his forest green eyes refocussing on the cove.

"I know how we can rescue the children," he said.

oOo

**A/N: Please R&R NB-Serious about what Tuff did. Touching anyone without permission= bad. Tuffnut deserved everything he got!**


	7. Chapter 7:I Will Steal It Back

**Seven: I will steal it back!**

"So how many 'ave yer 'it now?" Alvin asked, chewing away at his leg of mutton and slurping from a large goblet of ale. Dagur munched away at his mutton, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.

"Five, now," he gloated. "There won't be many more havens for the outlaws now. The last two have been cursing the outlaws for not giving themselves up and several farmers have offered to turn him in if they see him themselves!"

"Good," Alvin said thickly, "Because we can't 'it any more." Dagur looked up sharply, his face folding into a scowl.

"Why?"

"Because Berk ain't that big!" Alvin scowled. "And if we 'it many more villages, there won't be any citizens left ter grow food, cut wood or pay taxes!" He sighed. "I know yer enjoy destroying things, my friend, but I'm sure we can find better use fer yer talents." Dagur slammed his knife into the table and rose to his feet glaring.

"What exactly?" he breathed, furious. Alvin gave a yellow grin and drained his goblet.

"I think we need ter set eyes in the forest," he said thoughtfully. "There are so many peasants from so many places now fleeing from yer attacks that it should be much easier to slip a couple of yer men inter the forest among the refugees. And once in there, it should be simple ter find out where the outlaws 'ide-out is…"

"…and once we have their camp, I can wipe them out-and bring my brother to justice!" Dagur said, grabbing the flask and pouring half the wine straight down his throat. "To victory!"

"Don't count yer chickens until yer've stolen 'em!" Alvin growled and finished his meal.

oOo

Hiccup sighed, sitting at the edge of the forest and staring down towards the castle. He was shaded by a bush and his forest green eyes scanned over the battlements of his former home, seeing unfamiliar pennants flying from the flagpoles. He wondered who was sleeping in his room, how his friends among the servants were faring and how the castle was being run. And then he sagged. By all rights, it was his duty to protect the kingdom from harm and he had failed his father.

He hugged his arms around his legs and felt Toothless nuzzle against his shoulder. He had really considered handing himself in, especially when a new train of refugees trailed into the forest, clutching what pitiful possessions they still retained and cursing the raiders. But more and more of them were cursing him as well because the destruction was being carried out in his name. The fact they were stealing children as well just made the villagers more unsympathetic to the disinherited prince. He sighed again, rested his chin on his knees and wondered what his father would have done.

"You'll get caught if you keep coming here!" Gustav told him, throwing himself down by the outlaw. Hiccup looked up, his expression thoughtful.

"So will you, if you keep sneaking out without permission!" Hiccup reminded him, eyeing the younger teen carefully.

"Aww, Hiccup-I gotta keep showing you how awesome I am-or I'll never get that wolf of my own!" Gustav told him brashly. Hiccup sighed.

"Oh gods," he murmured.

Gustav had idolised Hiccup since the young Prince had taken pity on the young orphan and insisted he and his older sister were given places in the castle, education and security. Heather was a responsible and clever young woman who worked discreetly in the household but Gustav was reckless, brash and completely unable to consider the consequences of anything he did. He wanted to be like Hiccup-so he stole horses and tried to ride-falling off in the process; he tried to use the bow with disastrous results and he had attempted swordplay, breaking a valuable sword in the process. And no amount of scoldings or punishments would deter the teen from becoming exactly like his Prince. So he had fixated on getting a wolf cub like Hiccup-despite the fact that Hiccup had endured a terrible amount of pressure from his father to give the wild animal up and had spent countless hours in training and bonding with the animal-because he thought that having a wolf would be cool. And for some reason, he had the ridiculous idea that Hiccup would just go and find him a wolf cub when he was deemed to be worthy!

"Word is that the children are being shipped out soon," he murmured. Gustav shrugged.

"Yeah, that's bad,' he agreed. "Are we going to do something about it?" Hiccup nodded.

"Erm, have you heard anything from the Lady Astrid?" he asked hesitantly. Gustav laughed.

"Her?" he scoffed. "I don't like her at all! Honestly, she's really cool to all the servants and looks at you like dirt! And anyway, Lord Snotface is going to marry her so you have to be really careful in being near her in case he gets mad!"

"One, you'll get into trouble if you call him that in anyone else's hearing and two-what?" Hiccup shot back.

"Yeah-Snot is courting her really badly. It's hilarious!" Gustav snorted. "Wait! You've not got your eye on _her_ have you, Hic? If you want to marry anyone, you should marry my sister! I know she's sweet on you-and then you'd be my brother and it would be really cool and we could come and live with you…"

"On the run in the forest," Hiccup finished in a depressed voice.

"Wait-are you a Prince or an outlaw now?" Gustav asked.

"One of those," Hiccup said quietly. "Gustav-shouldn't you be going back now?"

"Nah-I've got time 'coz I'm supposed to be out foraging for wild garlic and…"

"And you need to get going-because so I have to as well…" Hiccup said, slowly levering himself to his feet, then leaning forward to sternly grasp the teen's shoulder. He stared hard into the boy's grey eyes. "Gustav-please learn to keep your opinions to yourself-especially where nobles are concerned. Otherwise, I will end up having to snatch _you_ from the block." He straightened up. "And you'll never get a wolf if you don't learn to control your tongue!" Gustav's eyes widened and he looked hurt…then he nodded.

"You can rely on me, Hic!" he said with a grin and raced off into the forest. Hiccup rubbed Toothless's head as he watched him vanish. The wolf gave a little growl.

"Yeah, I know, bud-he'll get himself killed before he ever learns to keep his mouth shut!" he sighed then he stared back at the castle. "Astrid-please-I really need your help," he murmured.

oOo

Astrid collapsed back onto her bed and kicked her satin court slippers off. She had just endured a very trying dinner with Lord Snotlout-who believed that bigger was better, even where intimate romantic dinners were concerned. So a meal which should've been the two of them over a couple of well-prepared courses with preferably a minstrel picking away at his lute had been a twelve course roast dinner with eight of Snotlout's friends, seven different beers and a full orchestra blasting away. Chances of romantic wooing: nil. Fortunately, chances of having to listen to Snotlout's inane self-absorbed tirade: nil also.

Astrid closed her eyes. She had a headache from the orchestra (very poor quality and _loud_), from the raucous shouts as Snotlout and his friends had run a ferocious drinking contest and the appalling quality of wine. They had now had two dates (because Snotlout was counting the axe contest) and Snotlout had started to expect kisses on every encounter-which she had steadfastly refused to supply, offering her hand for a very unromantic shake. However, she had been listening to the guards as she had practiced in the axe range earlier and she was waiting when the neat shape of Lady Heather came into her room.

"You requested me, Lady Hofferson?" she said calmly, her grey eyes wary. Heather knew that most of the visitors to the castle despised her because it was no secret that she was of very mean birth, elevated by the Prince to her current position. She was granted the title 'Lady Heather' which just added to the resentment of the other staff who knew that she was a nobody just like them. Her slender shape was clothed in a plain smoky blue gown and her glossy jet hair was neatly knotted at the back of her head. Astrid sat up, staring at her directly.

"Heather, a _friend_ who lives in the forest said that I was to speak to you if I had information for him," she said. Heather's eyes widened and then she lowered them again, clasping her hands neatly in front of her waist.

"You must be mistaken, my Lady," she said politely. "I know no one who could possibly…" Astrid's eyes narrowed and she was about to snap at the girl when she recalled that anyone could be listening -and that Heather may not have many friends among the servants.

"I was mistaken," she sighed. "I apologise." She lay back and tugged her long golden hair from her braid, pulling the long strands loose over her silver gown. "I was just so distressed to hear that those poor unfortunate children in the cells-the ones who were so horribly taken to pay for the actions of that outlaw-will be taken from their cells at dusk tomorrow and walked to the port, to be taken on a slaver ship! Poor youngsters-what a horrible fate, to be sold at a Meathead Market and never see their families again! I am just so upset that no one will do anything to save them…" She sighed dramatically and looked at Heather through her eyelashes. "I am sorry to waste your time, Lady Heather." She smiled and closed her eyes as she heard the girl turned and quietly let herself out of the room. Her hand snaked up to the little axe pendant around her neck and she smiled.

"Over to you, mister outlaw," she murmured.

oOo

Dagur was grumbling and his temper was short. He had been assigned by Alvin to ensure that the children made it safely to the port: usually Sven the Silent acted as their agent for the slaves but the Lord had taken to his Manor and hadn't been in the town for weeks. And worse, he had stopped answering Alvin's messages. Angered, the Sheriff of Berkingham had negotiated directly with the Meathead slavers and had cut out the middleman completely-and increased his profits by a tidy margin. The slaves would leave from Berkingham Port, down the cliffs from the town and all that had to be done was to deliver the slaves safely to the Port. So Alvin, who was anticipating a fat profit from the sale of the slaves, wasn't leaving anything to chance and had assigned Dagur and his men to escort them.

For Dagur, the whole fun of the process was attacking and burning the villages, rather than the very dull financial side of things. He hated children, loathed the town of Berkingham and wanted to kill something-preferably in the next hour or so. In fact, the only attraction on the mission was the small possibility of encountering Hiccup, who had been rather reticent of late and had not come racing in every time a village was attacked.

The Berserk Lord cast his cold pale green glare across the cargo: over a hundred children, dressed in rags and grubby. All of them were tear-streaked and barefoot and very, very scared. Varying from about four years in age to mid teens, the children were cowed and confused: no one understood why they had been taken away, locked up or why they were now being forced in chains from their cells and out towards the gates of Berkingham Castle. It was getting dark and it was cold and the frost was already settling in. A humane person would have sympathised with their plight: Dagur was just irritated by their snivelling. So he cracked his whip and his men shoved the kids along. There were sobs and cries and he wheeled his horse around to face them:

"LISTEN!" he shouted, drawing his sword. "Any noise and I will chop to pieces the person who annoys me. IS THAT CLEAR?"

Three small children immediately burst into tears and Dagur almost exploded in rage. He galloped at the nearest one, a small boy with scruffy red hair but a skinny older boy raced forward and snatched the small child away, shushing him. The sword whisked over their heads and Dagur wheeled around, raising his arm to swipe at them again.

An arrow almost took his head off and he ducked, screaming "OUTLAWS!" The children all began crying and huddled together as arrows peppered the ground near the Berserker. "SHOOT THEM!" he bellowed as his men all lined up and began firing wildly across the village towards the forest. Arrows peppered roofs, walls, doors and the ground. Anyone wandering around dived for cover as more arrows arched down from the shadows on the edge of the forest. Dagur roared in fury and sent his men racing after the attackers.

"IS THIS THE BEST YOU CAN DO, BROTHER?" Dagur screamed into the darkness, thoroughly disappointed at the tepid attempt to rescue the children. "You UTTER coward! Leaving this kids to face their fate and you hide in the darkness and just fire a few arrows at us! Gods, THAT'S PATHETIC!" He wheeled around and gestured to his four remaining men to herd the terrified children down the hill. He snapped a bolt into his crossbow and pointed the crossbow at the children.

"Move!" he hissed. Heads down, hands clamped together for comfort, the children walked down the hill, along the rough stony path to the edge of the cliffs and the long ramp down to the docks. Many were limping and the men shouted and threatened them so they didn't dare slow. Finally, Dagur reached the heavy, ugly boat that was moored at the docks. The Meathead flag was hanging limply from the mast and the Captain, a husky man in leather tunic with his enclosing helm that completely hid his face nodded.

"This the cargo?" he growled.

"Yes-now get rid of these brats before I start killing them!" Dagur snarled. The Captain folded his thick arms.

"That'd reduce the fee," he replied gruffly. Dagur rolled his eyes.

"_BORING!_" he shouted. "Come on-get those little runts on board before I completely lose my temper!" The men shoved the children on board and the crew herded them down into the Hold. The Captain drummed his fingers on the side of the ship.

"One hundred and twelve," he said.

"Whatever," Dagur growled and extended his hand. "Now-it's time you paid me." The Captain nodded and his first mate hobbled forward, half-bent as he struggled carrying a small wooden chest. He handed it over carefully to his Captain with a nod.

"I think you'll find _everything_ you're due," he said and Dagur leaned forward to grab it, then wrenched the lid off-to show a pile of stones. He looked up-to see the first mate straighten up, his bow aiming straight at his heart. Hiccup's green eyes gleamed in the flickering light of the torches, the cap covering his auburn hair slipping back.

"In fact, probably more than you're due," he added. The other crewmen had already cut the lines and had pushed the boat away from the mooring.

"BROTHER! How DARE you…you…" Dagur spluttered, almost beyond words. Hiccup grinned.

"Is this _pathetic_ enough for you?" he asked with a triumphant smirk. "I'm stealing the children, the fee and this ship. And don't ever forget, Dagur-whatever you steal, I will _STEAL IT BACK!" _Dagur gaped and reached for his crossbow, but Hiccup's arrow buried in his hand and he screamed, snatching it to his chest. He looked around: a dozen of the crew all had bows aiming at him and his very depleted company of men.

"I WILL HUNT YOU DOWN!" Dagur screamed. Hiccup lifted another arrow and dipped the tip in the torch, aiming upward.

"In what?" he taunted the Berserker, pulling back the arrow and firing. Dagur watched in horror as the flaming arrow arched overhead and landed on the deck of the flagship, tied at the next mooring. Instantly, flames began to flicker and grow. Dagur stared for a long moment.

"Put it out!" he screamed and his men turned-as the flames spread to the sail. Hiccup watched, chuckling, as the men forgot about the retreating outlaws and the stolen children and ship and tried to put out the flames. But they had already taken hold-because the deck had been soaked in mead and tar by Hiccup's men before they had boarded the slave ship and captured the crew. The outlaw felt no regret in burning his father's flagship-because he knew it would be used against Stoick if he ever returned to Berk.

"Give my regards to Alvin!" Hiccup shouted as the boat swung away and out to sea.

"HICCUP!" Dagur screamed at the retreating shape. "I WILL EAT YOUR _HEART!"_

oOo

Astrid tried not to smile when she heard the news. Alvin was said to be raging and Dagur had wrecked the armoury and had been rumoured to have thrown three of his men into the harbour. The flagship had been wrecked, the charred hulk sinking in the harbour and blocking the prime moorings for good measure. Spitelout, Snotlout, Alvin and Dagur were all holed up in the Hall for a conference over whose fault it had been so she changed into her training gear and made her way down to the stables to go riding.

The scruffy groom had already brushed and saddled her horse and meekly offered her his hands to help her into the saddle, rather than having to use the mounting-block. She nodded briskly and grasped the saddle, resting her boot on his hands and accepting the boost up. She scooched into position and grabbed the reins. The groom paused then looked up at her.

"Wow. He was right-you really don't pay servants any attention!" he commented. Her head snapped round to meet Hiccup's amused green gaze, his face grimy and a dirty hood shadowing his features.

"What are _you_ doing here?" she hissed. "You are in danger!"

"So are you!" he hissed back. "If you don't pay attention to what is happening around you, you may be spied on, kidnapped or murdered-Milady!" She glared at him.

"I can take care of myself!" she hissed back. He bowed his head quickly as a guard walked by, his shoulders hunching and posture changing to look like a starving peasant.

"I'm sorry, Milady," he said in a humble voice as the man glared at him, then lunged forward and cuffed him roughly round the head. He flinched and staggered at the blow.

"Don't backchat your betters, scum!" the guard sneered and strode on. Hiccup grimaced then looked up.

"By the way-thanks," he murmured as he grasped the bridle and led the horse to the door of the stall. "The children are safely on their way back to their parents, the money that would have been paid for them has been handed on to the villagers as well-and we now have a ship at our disposal." She sat upright in the saddle as he led her horse sedately towards the main gates.

"What about the crew?" she asked softly. He managed a small smile.

"They were picked up by a fishing boat this morning, floating on a makeshift raft on the opposite side of the island," he answered, ducking his head as another guard walked by. Astrid kicked her heels into the horse's flanks and the walk quickened. "Hey-not fair!" Hiccup mumbled.

"So are you going into piracy?" she asked him sharply. He stole a glance up at her and gave a small shake of the head.

"Got enough on my schedule with banditry, theft and treason," he told her sarcastically. "I'd need a bigger gang for piracy as well."

"I guess the Prince will be happy to outlaw some more recruits for you," she shot back, missing the pain in his eyes as she used his title for his treacherous Uncle.

"Can't wait," he muttered, walking slowly under the gatehouse. "How's Snottykins?" She smiled.

"Oh, still an idiot!" she said smugly. "Besides-he doesn't stand a chance. I prefer my men lanky, auburn and outlawed!" He swung his gaze up for a moment to inspect her smiling face.

"I am flattered, Milady…as long as you use your eyes and watch everyone around you carefully," he said in a low voice as they crossed the main thoroughfare and began up the hill. "By the way, _I_ prefer my women blonde, feisty and axe-wielding." Then he bowed and let her bridle go as she accelerated to a trot and headed for the forest. Then he continued walking up past the next house and ducked into the alley behind, hunkering down by Gustav. He dragged his hood off and stared at the teen. Gustav was looking worried.

"News?" Hiccup asked him gently, seeing the boy looking very nervous.

"They suspect someone in the castle betrayed the time of the slave transfer to you," he whispered. "So it's gonna be harder to get out now." Hiccup nodded.

"There's more?" he guessed. Gustav nodded wildly.

"Alvin and Spitelout were furious at the loss of the fees for the children-so they are hitting the northern manors for heavy new taxes. And this time they will be targeting the Lords and knights as well!" he reported. "Especially Scauldron Bay." Hiccup frowned and turned head to look up the hill towards the forest-and the rider vanishing between the trees.

"And Astrid's father," he realised.


	8. Chapter 8: Ransoms and Yaks

**Eight: Ransoms and Yaks.**

The prison was dank and grim, the guards patrolling incessantly outside the cell where the most valuable prisoner sat in chains, brooding. Stoick the Vast, King of Berk, counted the steps as the men paced to the end of the corridor and back, then shook his head slowly. He had been heavily guarded since he had been taken hostage by the pirates and sent here to Meathead lands to await a ransom.

But the news he had gleaned from back home had alarmed the King as he had listened to his guards. They had taken delighted in telling him that Berk was in turmoil. Stoick had listened with dismay at the scornful declaration that in his absence, his son Hiccup had tried to seize the throne and had been declared traitor. Stoick had felt real alarm that his brother was now on the throne, notionally acting as Regent for the absent King…but also in charge of gathering and administering the ransom that had been demanded for Stoick. The King expected that no ransom would ever be handed over for him…and he feared for his son. He knew his own boy-and knew without doubt that Hiccup would never act against his father. The boy had spent his entire life wanting to make his father proud and had never sought the throne-because he still didn't believe he was worthy or capable of becoming King. The reports of his treason _were a lie._

Stoick tightened his huge fists. He was an enormous man, tall, broad, built like a small mountain and able to crush rocks with his bare hands. His flaming red hair was braided in the old Viking style and his enormous beard concealed his upper chest. No one could mistake him and he had been targeted by the pirates for capture. He scowled and looked across to his companions: Hoark, Ack, Lars, Sven the Garrulous and Olaf. These men were his inner circle with the only one missing being Gobber-who had remained to look after his son.

"Four?" he asked. Sven nodded.

"Same as every day, sire," he murmured. Stoick nodded.

"You've plotted the route, Hoark?"

"Sire. They aren't expecting anyone to get out of their precious prison."

"So they don't know _me!_ Lars-how's that door coming?"

"The lock's almost out, sire and Olaf and Sven are holding the door by the hinges which we've already unscrewed. Just give me the word and I'll have the last bolt out." Stoick rose and snapped his chains without having to strain too hard. He walked almost silently to the door, counting the steps outside.

…three…four…five…

"Ack, Olaf-be ready on my mark," the King said. He nodded to Lars.

…eight…nine…ten…

"Now!" he whispered.

The bolt came free and the door slammed straight out of its frame, slamming three of the four guards unconscious immediately. The fourth turned to run as Olaf and Ack grabbed him…and then a huge hand closed around the man's throat, lifting him bodily off the ground. He choked and stared in shock into he cold, grey-green eyes of the King.

"Thank you for your hospitality," Stoick growled, "but we don't want to outstay out welcome." He threw the guard across the corridor, knocking him senseless. His men burst into actions, grabbing the men's weapons and uniforms, dragging them into the cell and replacing the door. Sven, Lars, Olaf and Ack grinned at their King, dressed in the enemy's uniform, each holding a sword, pike or halberd-to all intentions and purposes looking like a detail escorting a prisoner. As one, then men moved silently down towards the exit, sneaking through and knocking out any guards foolish enough to get in their way. Hoark turned to his King.

"You don't believe the news about the Prince, sire?" he asked in a low voice. Stoick shook his head immediately.

"Hiccup has spent his whole life wanting me to be proud of him," he said in a low voice as he absently punched a guard out. "Even when he was a scrawny runt of a boy with everyone in court demanding he be replaced as Heir, he worked furiously to meet my expectations. He learned his diplomacy, politics, tactics and sword craft better than anyone I have known, putting in insane hours when his peers would be out carousing and enjoying themselves. That boy is more stubborn and dedicated than anyone I know-I know his tutors gave him endless beatings to make him give up that wolf but he never budged. And also more kind: he used to spend most of his free time with those orphans he made me take into the castle and with the young guard cadets and servants. He would _never_ betray me for his own advancement: he still thinks I'm disappointed in him, for Thor's sake! No matter how much I tell him, he still doubts himself. And Gobber wouldn't allow him to get a swollen head."

"So you suspect treason, sire?"

"Spitelout's man alerted the Meatheads and the pirates to my hiding place when we were on the run from that last battle," Stoick growled. "Who has benefited from my absence and Hiccup's removal?" Hoark cast his master a worried look.

"You do know that Olaf is his man as well?" he muttered. Stoick nodded.

"I am afraid so," he said as they made the docks. "But we need him to crew the ship when we leave here." They sneaked through the docks and made it to a small longboat-sturdy and seaworthy but hardly up to Berk standards. The King nodded and his men erupted from their hiding place, efficiently taking out the guards and crew of the boat. It was very late and the soft sounds of people being knocked unconscious didn't travel far over the foggy docks. The escapees leapt aboard the boat, checked there was water and some food already loaded, then cut the ropes and pushed away. Stoick was watching Olaf and was disappointed when the man sneaked to the stern and opened his mouth to shout back to the docks to alert any guards. He gave a choked noise as Stoick grabbed his throat.

"After all we've been through," Stoick said coldly as he lifted the man by the throat. Olaf was clawing at the steel grip. "You still serve my brother?" Olaf's eyes confirmed the accusation. Hoark turned to see his King speaking to the man and nodded to the other men. They continued their jobs, tacking the boat from the harbour.

"Sire?" Hoark said and then saw Olaf draw his knife. "Look out!" Stoick threw the man back across the ship as the traitor stabbed at him, but Hoark's knife buried in his throat before he could get his feet. The King nodded to his friend.

"Spitelout has just exceeded the bounds of brotherly love," he growled. "We'll dump _that_ overboard once we've cleared the harbour-and then we set a course for Berk!"

oOo

There had been relief as much as celebration once the children were returned to their families and the attacks in the villages stopped. Hiccup had realised that Alvin couldn't keep razing villages for ever but he had damaged the young fugitive: there were still those who blamed Hiccup for their woes and some places were more hostile to the outlaw. Many people had been displaced and moved into camps in the forest and the outlaws had done their best to support them, helping them hunting and building shelters. A few young men had wanted to join the outlaws and the gang had welcomed them, though Hiccup and Gobber had been wary: both knew Alvin and Spitelout would really want to infiltrate the group. But they had acquired half a dozen new recruits before the could even try to slow gang's enthusiasm down.

Hiccup stood back as the gang celebrated their victory over a roasted boar. Despite his reservations, Gobber was laughing with Tuff and Fishlegs and the new recruits were having a drinking competition but there was no sign of Ruffnut. He glanced around: the burnt villages had upset the girl, no doubts about that but her twin was incapacitated and in his absence, Hiccup felt the responsibility to look out for the female twin.

He clambered out of the cove and headed to the cliffs, his senses on edge. He trod softly and then he saw her, sitting staring at the full moon across the sea. He quietly walked up and then sat cross-legged beside her. She looked up.

"Ruff? Are you okay?" he asked gently. She blinked and tore idly at the grass.

"Those people lost everything they had, didn't they?" she said in a rough voice. He nodded. "Why should he be allowed to get away with ruining people's lives on a whim?" He could sense that she wasn't just talking about the villages. Hiccup knew even Tuffnut didn't know what had happened to his sister when she had been captured: he stared at her and saw her face tighten in unhappiness.

"He won't be allowed to get away with it," he said softly. "I swear, Ruff." She turned to him and blinked. Her eyes were shining but she shed no tears.

"They treat us like animals, not people," she said quietly. "Like we are…nothing. We have no hopes, no dreams, no value…no dignity…" Hiccup was getting worried: he knew that Alvin had kept her in the castle for three days after Tuff had escaped and when she had finally followed him to freedom, she had been hard and angry.

"Ruff…" Hiccup said quietly, "you know you can talk to me…if you need to?" She stared at him in shock and then nodded.

"Yeah…but you're in even more trouble than I am!" she told him. He winced.

"Yeah, trouble is my middle name," he sighed.

"Thought it was Horrendous…or was it Hideous…or Herpes…?" Ruff grinned.

"I guess I'm lucky my Dad didn't ask you about middle names," he quipped. She nudged him.

"I'm a Nut," she reminded him. "We don't take anything seriously!" Hiccup nudged her back.

"I've known you and Tuff since I was twelve. You are the craziest pair of guard cadets they ever had in the castle. But you guys really helped me when I was the most useless Heir ever in the history of Berk…" Ruff managed a small smile at his tone.

"Hey, you were better than my weak and girly brother!" she said gruffly. "And you always treated us like real people. And when we heard you'd been convicted of treason, we knew it was a lie…even if we did miss the whole takeover thing because we were asleep…" Hiccup managed a small smile. That was so _twins_. "Hiccup-no matter what happens, we will always be there for you." She grabbed his arm and leaned against him. "And your being here helps. It reminds me not everyone in the castle of a total bastard…"

"Just the ones there now," he shrugged.

"Except your girl Astrid," Ruff said unexpectedly. "Hey, I _like_ her! She was going to axe my brother to pieces-that makes her alright in my book!" Hiccup felt her rest against his shoulder. "Thanks, Hiccup. You've helped. Now take my advice-go get that girl." He closed his eyes and sighed:

"After we get the money Alvin is stealing from her home and her father."

oOo

The tax train slowly snaked down the line of hills from the northern half of Berk, the wide expanse of Scauldron Bay vanishing behind them as the mules pulled the cart carrying the chest of taxes up the bumpy road. Dagur, Eret and their men were clustered around the cart, rolling their eyes as Snotlout whined at the weather, the bumpy road and that he was hungry. Neither man would have chosen the spoilt hero as their companion but his father and Alvin had been insistent that he accompany them-both as experience in tax gathering and in the trip back through the forest.

The people of Scauldron Bay had been hostile to Dagur's tax collectors and the Berserker hadn't hesitated to continue with a couple of executions to encourage compliance. Lord Gunnar Hofferson had been grave, polite but extremely hostile at the heavy demands on his people and on his personal wealth. He was already angry at the removal of his daughter to Berkingham Castle to marry the arrogant Snotlout, who had sneeringly called him 'Dad' as his men had plundered the manor to pay the 'taxes'. But he had not made any move because his daughter was essentially a hostage and his people needed him to protect them.

The weather was cold and grey and the forest nestling ahead and the foot of the low slope ahead was gloomy and quiet. Dagur motioned to his men to draw their weapons and Eret raised his axe, his eyes narrowing. They were expecting an ambush and had brought twice as many men as usual, planning to outnumber and outfight the outlaws. Eret peered ahead, his dark eyes narrowing.

"It's too quiet," he growled. Drago didn't tolerate failure and he couldn't return to the Prince of Blood and expect to keep his head until he had a new Treaty and the person who had robbed his room was dead. Dagur nodded, his sword already in his hand.

"My _brother_ is becoming a nuisance," he muttered. "One that we will need to be eliminated…" Snotlout trotted up and leaned forward in his saddle.

"You're not still worried about that scruffy, disgraced, pathetic…" Dagur turned and glared at him.

"He stole over a hundred slaves, four thousand kronor and a ship from under my nose!" he snarled.

"_Your_ nose," Snotlout sneered. "He wouldn't fool me. He's my cousin, after all. He's a scrawny weakling with a stammer and an ability to fall over his feet…" Eret and Dagur shared a look: the young Lord had managed to forget that they were comprehensively outmanoeuvred by him on their hunting trip.

"Then lead by all means, Lord Snotlout," Eret invited him sarcastically. Snotlout gave a grin, raised an arm and rode ahead.

"Come on!" he announced. "These taxes won't deliver themselves to my father…"

oOo

"Why do we always have to be the decoys?" Tuffnut moaned, glaring at Hiccup.

"Yeah-you always pick on us!" Ruff added, though her expression was amused at her brother's dismay. The outlaw gave him a grin.

"Tuff, I can honestly say there's no one as distracting as you are!" he admitted.

"Really? Honest, Hicc-I never knew you cared…" Tuff shot back. Then he frowned suspiciously. "It's the dress, isn't it…"

"Oh gods," Hiccup groaned, face-palming. "Ruff-do you want to hit him? I give you full permission!"

"I don't need permission to beat up my brother…but thanks anyway…can I save it for later?"

"Just go out there and distract them!" Hiccup sighed as Fishlegs crouched down by him.

"Are you sure this will work?" he asked.

"Sure…is a strong word," Hiccup admitted. "It's more like a hunch…" He peered at the lookout. "Any sign?" The man nodded.

"Yes, sir!" the man called respectfully. Hiccup winced. "The train is just coming down the main track into the forest."

"Who's leading? Dagur?"

"Lord Snotlout!" the cry came. Hiccup gave a small smile.

"Thank you, Thor!" he grinned. "Tuff! Get in there!" Reluctantly, Tuff scrambled out, playing an old woman wrapped in shawl, scarf and very grubby dress. Ruff-dressed as a herder-was dragging along two very irritable yaks. Tuff was affecting a very unconvincing limp-mainly because he was trying to limp on _both_ legs-while Ruff was arguing with the yaks as she wrestled them along.

'C'mon Barf…hurry up, Belch…" she groaned as the yaks resisted. "Whose idea was it to call them Barf and Belch anyway?"

"Yours," Tuffnut grumbled, tripping over his skirts.

"Oh. Really?"

"Why don't women wear skivvies? These petticoats are a problem!"

"Don't ask me! You're more weak and girly than I am!"

"But you're my sister!"

"What's that got to do with it?"

"BARF! That's the opposite of barfing. Eurgh!"

"They certainly are distracting," Fishlegs murmured into Hiccup's ear as they watched from within the forest. "Though I think the yaks are more convincing than they are."

"As long as Dagur and Eret see them, they've done their job…" Hiccup muttered back.

"No chance of missing them," Fishlegs added. "Um-they've started fighting!" Hiccup peeked out and sighed. Though he did see-as he had hoped-Snotlout, Dagur and Eret all galloping down the slope with the cart speeding down behind them and the men running to keep up. But the twins looked up and tried to move aside…and at that time, the yaks decided that they had had enough and made a break for it. The approaching riders gaped as two huge and annoyed yaks accelerated up straight at the cart. The riders scattered, the mules screamed and veered away-straight into the trees, the sudden change of direction ejecting the driver into a clump of gorse. The guards gaped as their taxes vanished and then belatedly ran after them.

"Um…was this the plan, sis?" Tuff asked, watching the chaos.

"No-but hey, we distracted them!" she grinned and then they ran off after their yaks. Hiccup rolled his eyes.

"Don't. Even. Ask," he said through gritted teeth to Fishlegs. "After them! And Fishlegs-bring the nets!" They could hear the cart crashing through the undergrowth and the shouts of the riders but Hiccup guessed they would be struggling just as much as the outlaws were through the uneven and mossy forest floor. The problem was that the cart was likely to get stuck or tip over and spill the taxes. He peered at his best friend. "Toothless-go after those horses!" he commanded and the wolf gave a little yip-then galloped off. Hiccup sprinted off after him and knew that his carefully plotted plan was not going to be of any use because it had been Nutted. He hurdled a gulley, ducked through some trees-and found himself face to face with one of the yaks.

He gaped and paused, then a small grin crossed his face. "What to do?" he murmured. "C'mon, c'mon-think like Ruff and Tuff. I _can't _believe I just said that!" And he leapt up onto the yak's back, grabbing the horns and directing the angry bovine directly after the horses. The yak gave a bellow and took off-fortunately in the direction of the wolf howls and the sounds of shouts. Hiccup hung on for dear life as he heard the rest of the outlaws crashing after him-and glimpsed Ruff and Tuff on the other yak.

"Hey, Hicc-you should be an honorary Nut!" Tuff shouted as they galloped by-straight through the brambles at the sounds of shouts. The outlaw slid from the enraged yak as the crash sounded and he knew the cart had given up. He sprang over the shallow earth bank and nodded to the panting outlaws who had struggled after him.

"Nets!" he shouted and they tossed the nets over the scattered soldiers, wrapping them around the trees and trapping the men amid the brambles and saplings. He could hear Toothless barking and growing-and then a yelp. His head snapped round and his hands snatched at his bow and an arrow and he leapt forward, seeing Dagur slash again at the growling Toothless. Unthinking, he drew and fired an arrow. Dagur shouted and just ducked, though the arrow grazed his arm. He yelped as Toothless leapt and savaged him furiously. Eret snarled and tried to turn his horse to attack the outlaw but he was knocked off his horse by a rampaging yak, topped by Ruff and Tuff. Snotlout tried to ride out the way but he was also mowed down by the yak and ended up in a stream, cursing and soaked to his skivvies. Hiccup whistled through his teeth and this time, Toothless nipped handily at the dancing hooves of Dagur's horse and it threw him hard. Hiccup nocked another arrow and levelled it at the Berserker.

"This one is aimed to kill," he growled. Dagur lay still and stared at the outlaw.

"You know you can't keep doing this," he sneered. Hiccup ghosted a small smile.

"I only need to until my father returns!" he reminded them. Dagur laughed scornfully.

"Do you think he'll ever return?" he sneered. "He's a hostage and I doubt his brother will be in any hurry to gather a ransom. Stoick will never set foot on Berk again!" Hiccup's face tightened and he took a deep breath.

"Enjoy telling Alvin you lost the taxes!" he breathed, unleashing the arrow. Dagur ducked as it landed by his head and when he looked up, Hiccup had vanished. The young outlaw heard the man unsuccessfully trying to get out of the mud and Snotlout whining that he was sinking as he scrambled down the slope to the gulley where the cart had overturned. His men had lifted the chests of taxes and were using the two mules to carry them away from the scattered train. Tuff raced up, grinning, still in his dress.

"Hey, Hicc-how'd it go?" he asked eagerly. Ruff trotted up, dragging one of the yaks still after her.

"_Please _lose the yak!" Hiccup groaned.

"No way!" Ruff protested. "He's one of us now!"

"Oh gods," Hiccup groaned. "FINE! You can care for him, though," He nodded and grabbed one of the mules. "Fish-distribute the taxes to the peasants in the north." He stared at the chest. "I'll take this to Lord Hofferson. The King is being held for ransom and I am certain Spitelout has no intention of sending any money to rescue my father. I will ask Lord Hofferson to guard it. He is probably the only Lord left we can trust." Fishlegs stared at him.

"Wouldn't it be safer with us?" he asked. Hiccup sighed and rubbed against the mule's nose, feeling Toothless nuzzle his leg.

"Probably," he said. "But I won't let them say I am stealing this money for my own benefit. It has to be distributed away from us." He sighed. "I can't get word to my father. If he's heard what Spitelout has claimed…he may believe I betrayed him…" He closed his eyes for a second then forced himself to pull himself together. "Get them back to the cove, Fish. And get that money distributed. I'll be back later!" And he headed into the norther reaches of the forest, dragging the heavily laden mule behind him.

oOo

Lord Hofferson stared into the fire in his main hall. The evenings were when he felt it most: the house felt much emptier now that Astrid was at court, the knowledge of her absence more troubling than the absence of her shouting or mess. His wife was long dead and his small son had died shortly after birth. His brother, "Fearless' Finn, was also gone, taken by the pirates three years midsummer. Astrid was the last of the line. He looked around: if she was married to Snotlout, Scauldron Bay would revert to the crown and he feared for his peasants.

His cold blue gaze snapped up as Willem, his trusted manservant, entered the hall and bowed. Hofferson rose, his tall form straight and greying blonde hair still bright in the firelight. "My Lord-a peasant has come to see you. He…he has a message from the Crown." Hofferson took off and ran, his heart filled with worry for Astrid. He knew his daughter was brave and capable but she was also hot-tempered and rash and he feared she was in danger. But as he erupted into the small yard behind the main house, he saw a skinny, lanky shape in battered leather armour standing by a heavily laden mule and his eyes narrowed at the identity of the messenger.

"_Hiccup!"_ he snapped. "You endanger us all by coming here." The outlaw sighed, his green eyes hurt.

"I'm happy to see you too, my Lord," he said lightly.

"You are a declared traitor!" Hofferson snapped.

"By a usurper!"

"Who has my daughter hostage!" the Lord spat at him.

"She is safe, my Lord," the outlaw assured him. "If she is in any peril, I will rescue her myself! Though recently, she's been more likely to rescue me…" Hofferson folded his arms.

"Begone, boy-there's no sanctuary for you here!" he told Hiccup harshly. The young man swallowed once and nodded.

"Of course I understand, my Lord," he said quietly. "But I return the taxes stolen from you. I ask one boon. Keep them in trust-because the King is held hostage against a ransom Spitelout will never hand over. You are the only Lord I can trust with this money." He lifted his chin. "If you choose to hand the coin back to your people, then I have to accept your judgement. But Spitelout will hand the island over to Drago Bludvist and your lands will be the first to go. I have Treaties between Spitelout and Drago in my possession that spell out the deal. Your daughter has seen them." He stepped back from the mule. "I do not seek the throne, my Lord. My father is a hundred times the king I would ever be. I only seek to protect his land until he returns."

Hofferson stared at the young man, seeing the determination in the angular face and the weariness in the skinny shape. He grasped the mule's reins. "Take care of my daughter," he said gruffly. Hiccup backed away into the dark.

"For what it's worth, sir-you have my word," he said as he backed away.

The man lurking in the shadows gave a thin smile at the meeting between the Lord and the outlaw and immediately began to compose the message he would send to his master-the Sherriff…


End file.
